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Summary 


As the head disciple of An Ding Peak, Shang Qinghua threw the plot out the window and 
abandoned his sect, and now he enjoys a luxurious life as Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan's most 
treasured and trusted advisor, as the happy couple rules over the Demon Realm together with 
iron fists. He has everything a transmigrator could want. 


Unfortunately, there's only so long that the Imperial Advisor can continue to avoid another of 
Tianlang-Jun's favorite underlings: Mobei-Jun, the new Northern King. An attempt on Shang 
Qinghua's life inside the Underground Palace itself forces him back into the company of the 
demon who was once destined to kill his character - and who also once promised to kill him 
if they ever met again. 


Notes 


Hello, everyone! I am so excited to finally share my Moshang Big Bang 2023 project with 
you, which happens to be an extremely self-indulgent AU that I've been sitting on for years 
now. Our favorite author transmigrator, Airplane, has landed the good life and broken the plot 
before it could even get started, so... now what, bro? Time for a bloody Demon Realm 
romcom and maybe a few personal crises in Pre-Canon! 


This ended up being the second-longest SVSSS fic I've ever written after "pride is not the 
word I'm looking for". (Insert obligatory "The second-longest SVSSS fic that I've written 
SO FAR!" joke here, based on the state of my "Scum Villain Stories series.) This fic is 
already finished and there are about 17 chapters that I will be posting daily until complete. As 
always, I'm not looking for concrit, if you please; just looking to share my fun. 


This first chapter is around 9,500 words long. There is also embedded art! 


There is also some casual violence and minor character death, if you require the warning. 
There are a lot of assassination attempts in this fic. 


Enjoy! Owe 


See the end of the work for more notes 


Ten Years Later 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


"A person has to be some kind of poorly written stallion novel antagonist to be pulling this 
kind of bullshit," Shang Qinghua thought uncharitably. As the author, he wondered how much 
of this could be considered his fault. Barely any of it, right? He hadn't written this! 


The world had been freed from the plot. The chains of canon had been broken! They had all 
escaped the supervision of a disinterested Transmigration System years ago, though only this 
transmigrator had ever known about it. So, no one had forced this no-name villain, this 
would-be warlord, to use his personal agency to just keep on acting like an asshole, pursuing 
his ambitions in a way that was pretty much asking to get stomped on by an offended 
protagonist-type. 


In his corner of the Saintly Throne Hall, at his gleaming wooden desk, Shang Qinghua tapped 
his fancy writing utensil absentmindedly against his notes. How much longer would this 
take? 


Of course, because he was predictably unlucky, he accidentally smeared his proposal for a 
game-changing trade deal with the River Eel Clan in the eastern kingdoms. He also 
accidentally blotted out his scribbled list of inventively painful assassination options for that 
goat-legged motherfucker from the western mountains, who had assumed during his last visit 
that the human servants of the Underground Palace could be served up at dinner at his 
request. The ink also ruined Shang Qinghua's bored drawing of two stick figures in a weird 
sex position. 


Ah, damn. He'd been proud of that drawing! He immediately went about redrawing it in a 
different corner before he could forget about it, hoping to use the idea in a short story or 
something later. Good or bad, a successful author knew never to waste an interesting idea. 


Meanwhile, the boar demon warrior, the proud leader of the Iron Hair Clan, continued 
making his petition to the Demon Emperor. Tiemao-Jun was speaking in a loud, heroic voice 
to rouse all the demons in the Underground Palace's Saintly Throne Hall to action against the 
Human Realm. 


Noble courtiers, loyal warriors, ministers and officials, palace guards and servants, and other 
visiting petitioners were Tiemao-Jun's captive audience. Some people seemed kind of into it. 
Some of the demons here really did hate all humans with an obsessive passion, but others just 
liked cheering occasionally to be included, or possibly because they liked encouraging bad 
decisions for the inevitable spectacle. Otherwise, most people with any common sense looked 
unimpressed or nervous about potentially being in the splash-zone. 


"Yet again, these jealous cultivators go too far with their insidious greed!" Tiemao-Jun 
shouted to the bubbling crowd. "They have tasted the tantalizing natural wealth of our realm 
and seek to sneak in by any means! Now that they have seen even the weakest of demon 
lords growing rich and complacent off of human plots! They believe that the Demon Realm 
has been tamed!" 


Ah, at least this boar demon wasn't a half-bad public speaker. Shang Qinghua had heard 
variants of the "humans are ruining our kingdom" speech for years now, so he couldn't fully 
bring himself to listen attentively to the latest remix. Especially since it didn't seem like 
anyone was going to dramatically launch themselves at him this time, foaming at the mouth 
to blame the manipulative human wretch for all their problems. He always found it super 
offensive whenever these speeches were incoherent or unrehearsed, like the Underground 
Palace wasn't worth a good show, but this rant about corrupting human influences seemed 
decent enough. 


Even an unoriginal idea, possibly partly plagiarized, could be entertaining when the 
performer bothered to put a little oomph into it! (Or, ha ha, a little papapa.) This displaced 
author and unknowing creator god of the world would know! 


Tiemao-Jun was a large and beefy fellow, with some boar-like features like slight tusks. He 
was also wearing this really fancy and honestly slightly skimpy armor, which might have 
sounded vaguely badass in the plain text of Proud Immortal Demon Way, but just looked kind 
of tacky and useless when implemented in reality. The spiked shoulder-pad armor pieces 
didn't look like an effective defense. Honestly, it looked like the Iron Hair Clan demon would 
be in danger of poking himself in the head with those spikes if he lifted his arms the wrong 
way. 


"The weak Magnolia Beetle Clan, for example, has gorged itself on the traps of precious 
treasures laid out by human schemes, with little thought to maintaining the Demon Realm's 
independence. They are the shame of all respectable clans who have fought for their strength 
instead of buying it from the Human Realm. They are surely mocked by human cultivators for 
their stupidity! As they should be! The world knows that they are nothing without the 
Underground Palace's thoughtless support! Are all demon clans to become such puppets of 
our sly human enemies-?" 


Shang Qinghua sighed. Tiemao-Jun was now facing away from the imperial dais in order to 
keep hyping up the crowd of courtiers and officials and servants, and his fearsome outfit at 
least covered his ass. Not that Shang Qinghua was against seeing hairy buttcheek during 
political petitions, adding a little delicious spice to his life, but it could be a little distracting. 


When he'd first moved to the Demon Realm, hastily leaving the stuffy cultivation world 
behind him, being surrounded by demons who sometimes viewed clothing as optional had 
nearly given him a heart attack. In a really good way, though! Best shock of his lives! He'd 
found his personal heaven to drool over here in the depths of the Demon Realm! The young 
demon men, older demon uncles, and even the demon grannies of this world also looked just 
fine in all of the sexy outfits that had originally been intended exclusively for the 
protagonist's beautiful wives. 


Oh, wait, was Tiemao-Jun still talking? 


"-and I took this from one of those pathetic cultivators seeking to pillage my lands, who 
claimed that there was nothing I could do because the new Empress would protect him!" 
Tiemao-Jun cried, thrusting his arm above his head, as far as he could reach, somehow 
managing not to take out his own eye, showing off a torn strip of teal robes with the 
unmistakable sigil and embroidery of a cultivation sect. 


The crowd oohed and aahed at this proof. Shang Qinghua whistled lowly to himself. Out of 
the corner of his eye, he could see his assistants whispering to each other, but Lu Qiufang 
giggled and Yachi was wearing a nasty smirk. 


Shang Qinghua focused on finishing his shitty stick figure sex drawing with a flourish, 
feeling confident that this one might actually be intelligible later when he'd forgotten having 
drawn it, before he looked up properly again. He looked up just in time to see the would-be 
warlord, Tiemao-Jun, turn back around to face the Demon Emperor. The Iron Hair Boar Clan 
demon looked up at the throne with an expression of triumphant challenge. 


Tiemao-Jun then faltered slightly. Understandably. 


The Saintly Ruler's Throne showed off all of the wealth of the Underground Palace, the 
Heavenly Valley, and the Demon Realm as a whole. The raised dais and its enormous 
imperial seat had been constructed out of gleaming black stone from the Endless Abyss itself, 
carved and molded at the edges into twisting reliefs of demonic beasts, and decorated with a 
fortune in precious metals and glittering jewels. The wall behind was decorated with huge 
and frightening demonic faces, reminiscent of the Holy Mausoleum. These were framed by 
beautiful banners in red, black, and gold, which were hanging all throughout the hall. The 
upper walls and ceiling transformed into intensely detailed mosaics, which depicted a night 
sky at the end of the hall by the doors, then slowly twisted into the fire of the heavenly 
demons' fall by the time it reached the thrones. 


It was an intimidating sight even before a person noticed the demon warriors of the Heavenly 
Guard stationed around the dais - or the infamous Stone Generals backing them up, 
positioned up against the walls and columns of the Saintly Throne Hall, also made from 
gleaming black stone from the Endless Abyss. The undying statues-turned-soldiers of the 
heavenly demons were still and silent, unblinking and breathless, but never quite 
unnoticeable. 


And then, upon the Saintly Throne itself, were three figures. They each looked like they 
belonged there perfectly, and that questioning their right to sit above everyone else would 
mean sure, gruesome, and probably creatively painful death. Honestly, sometimes, Shang 
Qinghua felt like his eyeballs were taking damage just by looking at these impressive 
figures. 


One of them was the "new" Demon Empress in question. She was a breathtakingly handsome 
woman, with her wavy black hair twisted partially up by priceless golden ornaments and then 
left to cascade down her shoulders. Her flowing robes bared some of her arms and cleavage, 
making use of sheer colorful silks, but were otherwise quite reserved in their coverage. The 
style was becoming increasingly popular in the Heavenly Valley and among southern demons 
looking to appeal to the imperial family. Her clothes were mostly black, with striking floral 


embroidery in gold, and beautiful red jewels that seemed to wink like hundreds of watchful 
eyes, matching the adoring gifts of magical jewelry she wore. 


The armor-like jewelry on her hands and fingers made it look as though she had golden 
claws. One of the Demon Empress' fingers was tapping thoughtfully. She looked more 
demonic than some of the demons in the room, especially with the heavenly demon mark 
painted lovingly on her forehead, to emphasize the power that she shared. 


Shang Qinghua patted himself on the back - literally raising a hand and reaching over his 
shoulder - over how well everything had come together with this outfit. No one would be 
looking at him, sitting off to the side, when they could be staring at such a calamitous beauty. 
Commissioning work like this was difficult work in itself! Maybe he’d overdone it on the 
gold, though...? The Demon Empress generally didn’t like to be reminded of her former 
sect. 


"A scrap of robe from... the Zhao Hua Sect, you said?" Su Xiyan identified solemnly. "How 
unusual for Zhao Hua to act in this way." 


Coiled against and around and over the throne in long, muscular ropes was an enormous 
demonic beast: a snake that was large enough to easily swallow a grown man whole if it felt 
like it. The demon snake had silvery green and shiny black scales, as well as luminescent 
yellow eyes. Its pose was almost lazy, but the gigantic creature watched the great hall 
carefully. 


Using this fearsome monster as an armrest was the Demon Emperor himself. He was an 
incredibly handsome man, with long dark hair and dark eyes, and the red mark of the 
heavenly demons glowing on his forehead. His noble robes were also a rich black, but with 
fiery gold and red details and highlights, and casually bared his chest almost completely in 
one of the more popular demonic styles. Just his aura felt dangerously OP! With one hand, 
which had gold-painted claws, he had taken off and now played absentmindedly with one of 
his ruby bracelets. 


He was also... ah... not paying any attention, having apparently pulled a book out of his 
sleeve to read instead of listening to this petition. It wasn't even a good book. Shang Qinghua 
recognized the yellow cover of his own heartily endorsed, hilariously bad recommendation at 
once. He hadn't said that it was good; he'd said that he'd liked it. 


The would-be warlord, Tiemao-Jun, looked shocked at first. His expression then settled on 
annoyance. He'd probably practiced the dramatic reveal of that torn robe! And his 
showmanship had been totally wasted on the easily distractible Demon Emperor. 


The Demon Realm was often said by human cultivators to be violent, lawless, and chaotic at 
best - but, eh, it was complicated, and the Demon Realm was hardly a monolith. It was pretty 
true that affairs among demonic nobility could often end in murder or violent duels, but the 
human cultivation world was hardly without its political intrigue and adrenaline-junkie 
challenges, and Shang Qinghua as a disciple had never attended any discussion conference 
that hadn't had at least one fistfight. Demons had different standards for formal speech, true, 
but it wasn't like the Demon Realm didn't have any laws or manners! They had some very 
particular customs sometimes and could be just as snotty about their rules as the strict 


cultivators whom Shang Qinghua had "betrayed". Sure, their customs varied enormously clan 
by clan! And also a lot of it depended on how OP you were! 


But this was all to say that: Tianlang-Jun was being incredibly disrespectful towards the other 
demon lord right now. He knew it. The would-be warlord knew it. Everyone watching knew 
it and they knew that Tianlang-Jun knew it! But Tiemao-Jun just wasn't important enough to 
be able to complain about it without getting his ass kicked, and every other demon, from the 
lowest to the highest, was more likely to laugh at him than to get offended on his behalf. 


Unless, of course, they were also looking for an excuse to be offended and start shit. That 
happened a lot. It was why it could be a good move to start shit first! 


The Demon Empress at least seemed to be taking Tiemao-Jun's concerns very seriously. 
Although her interest could totally be taken as pity. And pity from a human was, to some 
demon lords, perhaps even more offensive than disdain and resentment. 


"Hm, and you said that you chased these invading Zhao Hua cultivators back to their fortress 
in the southwest?" Su Xiyan asked. 


"Yes," Tiemao-Jun answered, regaining some of his confidence through sheer determination. 
"Before the cowardly cultivators found their reinforcements and chased us north again! They 
had prepared their biting traps intended to poison and weaken all members of the demon 
race!" As he spoke, Tiemao-Jun was definitely projecting and looking hopefully towards the 
Demon Emperor, rather than Tianlang-Jun's human wife. "Something must be done! A lesson 
must be taught! Their cowardly fortresses must be burned and the ill-gotten treasures of their 
sect must be taken as punishment!" 


Tianlang-Jun turned his page, apparently deaf to any politics that might be happening in front 
of him. However, being seated off to the side of the imperial dais as he was, if Shang 
Qinghua squinted, he could see an upwards turn to the Demon Emperor’s lips. 


"If the Demon Emperor claims authority over these lands he has conquered, the lands won 
from the grip of the Southern King, then he must put the Human Realm in its place and take 
back our great wealth!" Tiemao-Jun insisted. Some people in the bloodthirsty crowd even 
whooped and whistled and stomped their feet for him, giving him energy. "He must prove 
that he has not been softened! I demand that a hundred Stone Generals be sent forth at once, 
so that I may lead them in glorious retribution!" 


While Tiemao-Jun talked, Shang Qinghua gestured for his assistants to stop talking shit. Lu 
Qiufang and Yachi immediately scurried over to attend to his whims, which was always 
pretty satisfying. He found the right scroll on his desk and... ah, fuck. 


He closed his eyes for a moment, instead of shrieking in embarrassed horror, because he 
didn't want the attention of everyone in the Saintly Throne Hall. Then he rolled up the 
background check again and got on with his life. This wasn't the first time that he'd made this 
particular mistake and it definitely wouldn't be the last time, so the Demon Empress could 
just deal with it. 


He handed the scroll to his smirky assistant, Yachi, a young demoness with some animalistic 
traits that reminded him of wild dogs or hyenas. Yachi then sauntered over to the nearby 

throne to silently offer the scroll to the Demon Empress, remembering to make her very best 
bow this time, maybe with a little too much gleeful flourish. Her tail wagged a couple times. 


Su Xiyan gracefully took the scroll and unrolled it, skimming some of the information again, 
more for show than necessity. Shang Qinghua saw the exact second that Su Xiyan noticed the 
extremely shitty caricature that he'd drawn of the Eastern Demon King as a mermaid being 
barbecued on a stick, which he'd accidentally added to this random scroll instead of his 
personal notes. Su Xiyan paused. Her lips twitched, a barely noticeable break in her mask, 
before she recovered herself again. 


Ha, point to him! It still counted! 


Tiemao-Jun looked more than a little pissed off about this. Now both the Demon Emperor 
and the Demon Empress were reading instead of paying attention to him?! But he couldn't do 
shit about it, especially when the great demonic snake beast slowly turned its enormous head 
and those bulbous yellow eyes towards him. 


Shang Qinghua didn't think that Zhuzhi-Lang had ever lost a staring contest in his life. 
Frankly, he wasn't sure that this particular enhanced bestial form even had eyelids. The 
horrible, half-slithering, half-crawling, human-ish form and the human form did both have 
eyelids, though, and even then, no one was better than Zhuzhi-Lang at not blinking. 


The Demon Emperor's beloved nephew was a creepy fucker! Shang Qinghua was allowed to 
think this, in his opinion, because it was true, and he meant it mostly affectionately these 
days. 


Finally, Su Xiyan looked up again. "What an intriguing proposal." 


The would-be warlord, Tiemao-Jun, stood a little taller with anticipation. A murmur rippled 
through the crowds in the Saintly Throne Hall. The Stone Generals remained obliviously still, 
but a few of the Heavenly Guards around the imperial dais shifted their weight slightly. 


"But we could not possibly entrust such an army to a warrior who does not know where he 
would be going," Su Xiyan continued, her cool voice turning wry. "For example: someone 
who claims that they were attacked by Zhao Hua Monastery while holding Tian Yi Temple 
robes, and speaks of a great chase to an even greater fortress when neither of those places can 
be found in the southwest of the Human Realm." 


A titter went through the Saintly Throne Hall next, three-fifths nervous and two-fifths 
mocking, as far as Shang Qinghua could tell. Tiemao-Jun looked wrong-footed. The Iron 
Hair Clan demon was unable to respond right away, clearly not having rehearsed this change 
in the plan to perfection, and he even reddened slightly in his frustration. 


"All human sects are alike! Greedy and grasping liars! They're all scheming together to loot 
and weaken our realm, and to hide themselves from demon warriors!" 


"The so-called 'Great Sects' work together as well as fire and ice demons," Su Xiyan 
answered, openly amused. "However, it is true that no one is above greed. Your personal 
fixation on the precious treasures of the Human Realm, for example, could lead one to 
believe that this petition is perhaps motivated by your... potential betrothed's decision to 
marry your neighbor?" 


Tiemao-Jun's next protest was cut off by his obvious surprise. Another titter ran through the 
Saintly Throne Hall, probably two-fifths nervous and three-fifths mocking this time. 


Su Xiyan's lips were definitely turned up at the edges now. "Your neighbor being Jiachong- 
Jun, the leader of the Magnolia Beetle Clan. You referenced just now the trade partnerships 
with the Underground Palace and Heavenly Valley, which have made him a truly formidable 
fortune. How could any crow demon resist such an offer? Princess Wuya was sure to send the 
imperial family a most gracious invitation to the wedding next year." 


Shang Qinghua straightened slightly in his seat and hummed to himself, still pleased with his 
work on that one. Those wretched beetle demons had been underutilizing their lands and 
skills, but with his scheming eye for business over the years, the previously weak, often 
disrespected Magnolia Beetle Clan had skyrocketed to one of the wealthiest and most 
influential in the eastern forests. All thanks to him! The Underground Palace received a very, 
very nice cut of these lucrative businesses for their participation in fabrication, distribution, 
and other work where necessary, and also just for setting the damn thing up. 


The cultivation sects and most other humans usually turned up their nose at so much as 
considering the idea that demons were anything but pure evil, but unsurprisingly, as long as 
there was at least one middleman with his demonic features mostly covered by a hat for 
plausible deniability, then those righteous cultivators couldn’t buy up certain Demon Realm 
products quickly enough! For example: it turned out that some special demonic fruit (used 
one time essentially as flavored lubricant on the pages of Proud Immortal Demon Way) made, 
among other products, some really nice hair oil. How could any noble cultivator resist the 
tempting status symbol of especially luscious hair? No one would take them seriously 
without great hair! It was practically a business expense for even a wandering immortal. 


Tiemao-Jun's face was a very angry red now, with maybe a hint of purple, but Shang Qinghua 
wasn't about to march over and hold up paint swatches. Less fearful for their limbs, one of 
the watching courtiers even jeered at the petitioner. That courtier probably didn't have a leg to 
stand on here, when it came to treasonous schemes, but of course wasn't going to let that stop 
him from kicking at someone else while they were down. 


Tianlang-Jun’s one-sided smile was wider now, though he turned another page to continue 
reading. Even if he was genuinely multi-tasking, it honestly looked like he was pretending. 


Shang Qinghua gestured for his other assistant next, a flytrap demon named Lu Qiufang, who 
had greenish skin and violently pink eyes. Yachi had returned to stand behind him again, but 
she might accidentally provoke Tiemao-Jun into violence with another smirk or more tail 
wagging, so it was better to go with his sticky-looking first assistant. 


He didn't fear for the safety of the imperial family, of course. Even without the Heavenly 
Guard or the Stone Generals, everyone was more than capable of handling themselves, but 


the cleanliness of their fancy robes was less secure. The laundry staff had enough to do with 
the latest oncoming victory banquet! 


Shang Qinghua handed Lu Qiufang another scroll and the plant demon diligently scurried 
over to Su Xiyan, trading scrolls with her, before hastily retreating behind Shang Qinghua's 
desk again. He noticed the way that Zhuzhi-Lang's eyes turned away from Tiemao-Jun, 
watching the plant demon playing messenger, and made a mental note to maybe just risk 
using Yachi if he ever couldn't risk Zhuzhi-Lang being distracted. He also noticed Tianlang- 
Jun's watching through lowered lashes, before the Demon Emperor smirked and nudged his 
nephew. 


"Although, perhaps this is a hasty assumption," Su Xiyan allowed, unrolling this new scroll. 
"Perhaps this petitioner's desire to raid the temples and manors of the Human Realm stems 
from his unwise gambling habit?" 


Oh, Tiemao-Jun had really not been expecting this part! Shang Qinghua loved watching Su 

Xiyan or Tianlang-Jun pull these mean reveals every single time. He saw a few allies in the 

crowd, like Tanglang-Jun of the Praying Mantis Clan and Lady Wei Qingyi, the new second 
wife of the Vulture Lord and one of the few human courtiers, chortle to themselves. 


"An unwise gambling habit which can be confirmed by nearly all of the establishments along 
the Borderlands," Su Xiyan continued, "particularly by that rarely appearing, ghostly 
establishment known as 'The Gambler's Den'. The owner's most senior officer there informed 
us that a certain lord had wagered his lands in a series of bold bets - apparently in the hopes 
of ruining his neighbor's fortune and winning back his almost-betrothed - and this helpful 
officer then informed us that they would be willing to se// these embarrassing debts to the 
Underground Palace." 


The Demon Empress kindly turned the new scroll around, showing off a neatly written 
contract, with both the Saintly Ruler's seal at the bottom and a second signature in the most 
ghastly and frightening calligraphy that Shang Qinghua had ever seen. Su Xiyan then smiled 
pityingly, looking not unlike a cat playing with its food. 


Tiemao-Jun now looked quite pale. A person could say anything that they liked about that 
shady, elusive, and possibly slightly interdimensional establishment and its terrifying owner 
when safely far, far away from that eccentric city, but to go back on a deal or refuse to pay a 
debt with that house guaranteed a fate worse than death. 


"So... this unexpected attack by humans, if it truly did happen as told, did not happen on the 
lands of the Iron Hair Boar Clan," Su Xiyan said with gently cruelty, snapping the scroll shut 
again, "as the ancestral lands of the Iron Hair Boar Clan now belong to this palace. This 
palace will of course investigate these private matters personally." 


"A trick!" Tiemao-Jun blurted out. He looked around the Great Hall wildly, but anyone who 
had genuinely been interested in kicking humans around suddenly was having trouble 
meeting his eyes. "Another human trick! Why would you pretend to hear my petition if you 
were already scheming with such scum?!" 


Su Xiyan just kept smiling at him. "It seemed most efficient to inform you of your loss when 
you summoned yourself to our doors in person. You seemed so eager to speak. We wondered 
if you had already heard the news of our acquisition." 


She was excellent at making it seem as though this would-be warlord's doom had been 
orchestrated before he'd even thought to come shout lies at the Underground Palace, as 
though outwitting the brilliant Demon Emperor or the Underground Ministry was impossible, 
even though Shang Qinghua's people hadn't really started seriously and sneakily investigating 
this random asshole until the petition for the appointment had been made. The finalized land 
contract had only been signed a few days ago and had been delivered into Shang Qinghua's 
hands just last night. His assistant had been briefly waylaid by troublesome ghosts on the way 
back from that spooky nightmare land, keeping him up so late waiting that he'd nearly 
overslept this morning. 


Shang Qinghua was a little envious of Su Xiyan's presentation, because when he pulled this 
shit on people who could tear his arms off, he sometimes displayed nervous tics that he hadn't 
even known that he’d possessed, which kind of made him look possessed. She made it look 
easy. 


The would-be warlord was at his limit! Finally about to explore from fury and/or humiliation! 
Tiemao-Jun raised an accusing finger. His agitated demonic energy was making the air buzz 
slightly. Some of the courtiers or fellow petitioners nearest to him took subtle steps 
backwards, mostly with expressions of nervousness or distaste. 


Then the would-be warlord froze suddenly. 


Tianlang-Jun had finally looked up from his book. Nothing else about the Demon Emperor 
had moved. He had let some of his own power out, but a heavenly demon's energy's effect on 
the Saintly Throne Hall was very different, like the deep vibration of an oncoming 
earthquake, its limits and depths beyond the full comprehension of most human beings. 


Shit, it was so fucking cool. Shang Qinghua was both proud and envious, really, although his 
strongest feeling was gladness over having left An Ding Peak behind him, because it meant 
he was no longer personally responsible for mopping blood off the floors. 


On that note, he finished his revisions of the tax plan for the Bone-Eating Vulture Clan and 
handed it off to one of his assistants, Yachi, so she could run it back to the accountants at the 
Underground Ministry. He almost asked her to bring back the northwest trade route maps 
again, but he didn't really have that kind of desk space here. And, ah, he should really first 
finish those coup plans he'd been working on anyway... 


After a few seconds of challenging silence, save for the hushed terror and glee from the 
watching court, Tianlang-Jun closed his book and set it aside. He didn’t break eye-contact 
with the demon below him as he said, "What did I miss? That broke and feckless lord of the 
Iron Hair Boar Clan has been showing my beloved wife all due respect, hasn’t he, my 
nephew?" 


The enormous demonic snake shook its head very slowly, careful not to dislodge the book 
now resting there. The shape-shifting Zhuzhi-Lang could be weirdly dedicated to his 


occasional duties as a low table or a resting couch. 
Tiemao-Jun visibly trembled. 


"Because that would be so disappointing," Tianlang-Jun said, putting the bracelet he’d been 
playing with back on his wrist. It clinked against the others. It also had the same effect as 
someone rolling up their sleeves. 


Su Xiyan reached out and laid a gentle, armor-clawed hand on her husband’s arm, careful not 
to draw any blood. It was a small display of affection that still sent some titters of disbelief 
through the Saintly Throne Hall even after seven years of infamously scandalous marriage. 


"This petitioner is concerned that the Demon Realm as a whole has been made soft by the 
presence of humans in the Underground Palace," she explained. 


"Oh?" Tianlang-Jun said, leaning into her touch. "Has he now?" 


"Mm. He will therefore surely be relieved to know that we have not hesitated to take the 
opportunity of his absence to send our forces to secure the lands that he gambled away to a 
ghost king. They have been there for several days now. And we have informed them not to 
hesitate to conquer what is now ours, should his younger brother not accept the contract as 
true and swear new loyalty." 


This part was news to Shang Qinghua, but he wasn't called "General Shang" for a reason! 
Fighting the fights wasn't a him-problem! He even had people at the Underground Ministry to 
arrange most of the logistics of that for him these days. He wasn't too surprised, though, 
because Su Xiyan had been musing over that option at the breakfast table last week. 


Ahhh, he'd been really busy this past week with the details of other recently conquered 
acquisitions, on top of that background check and land contract purchase, hadn't he? He 
hadn't been aware of the Underground Palace having enough people, even allies, in that area 
to have been on the Iron Hair Boar Clan's lands for several days, but maybe it was a smaller 
strike force? He wondered if the Underground Palace's forces were still just on their way, not 
having yet arrived, and Su Xiyan was bluffing at the moment. She could be a very good liar. 


Tianlang-Jun smiled back at his wife with a disgustedly besotted expression, even taking her 
hand in his own and kissing her wrist. "My empress, from the moment that I met you, I knew 
that you had the heart of a tyrant," he said, not very quietly at all, shamelessly allowing the 
Saintly Throne Hall to listen to his sweet nothings. 


Su Xiyan smiled beautifully at him. "From the moment I met you and your silver tongue, I 
knew intimately why the human cultivation sects had named you too dangerous to live," she 
said, almost chidingly. 


It kind of looked like they were going to start making out, all the demon courtiers and 
servants in the room be damned. At least one of the demons in the crowd sighed wistfully. 
Shang Qinghua’s assistant, Lu Qiufang, was still standing relatively close to the Demon 
Empress for scroll collection, and the plant demon kind of looked like they were going to 
swoon from the sheer demonic romance of it all. 


Shang Qinghua rolled his eyes. He didn’t pay them to swoon! Why was nearly everyone he 
knew these days so distracted by ideas of love? There were other important things in life, 
actually! 


He went back to his crop reports from the western plains, underlining the suspected tithing 
fraud, and then decided to just wrap up the coup problem using Proud Immortal Demon Way 
knowledge cheats. He was too important these days to need to explain where his information 
came from! It had been the third wife in the hidden pavilion with the cursed incense holder to 
commit the murder - and her motivation had been stupid as hell. He wrote it, so he could say 
it had been contrived! If the Underground Palace gave the second daughter the proof and the 
poison, then maybe they could help along a nice coup of their own and finally get those juicy, 
juicy Borderlands land rights. 


He really loved it when a plan came together like this. 


The doors to the Saintly Throne Hall opened and Shang Qinghua didn’t bother to look up 
again, safe and comfortable enough in this imperial position that he’d worn a nice ass groove 
into the pillow he was sitting on. Wait, what the fuck had happened to his hunting regulations 
proposition? Ah, shit, had he been writing his notes on the back of it?! 


A cold breath of wind went through the hall and caused Shang Qinghua to shiver slightly. Out 
of the corner of his eye, he saw Tianlang-Jun break off bullying the embarrassed petitioner, 
Tiemao-Jun, and stand up to greet the new arrival instead, which was weird. 


"Aha, our friends from the north!" the Demon Emperor called happily. "Speak of the man and 
he shall appear! How was the mission to take our new lands, Mobei?" 


Shang Qinghua’s hands fumbled the papers, knocking one of the scrolls off his little desk, 
and his sharp inhale seemed to take the freshly icy air straight to his heart. 


Thankfully, his panic wasn’t loud enough to catch everyone’s attention! His assistant, Yachi, 
returned from her delivery just in time to catch the falling scroll. The other assistant, Lu 
Qiufang, quietly brought him back the contract from the Gambler's Den as the Demon 
Empress had handed it off. The Demon Emperor offered his wife a gallant hand to rise as 
well and so all eyes in the hall were on the happy imperial couple. 


"Simple," said a deep and cold voice. Yet another victory had not filled this cold demon 
warrior with anything resembling happiness, apparently. "It is done." 


Shang Qinghua hastily took back the land contract from Lu Qiufang and immediately held it 
in front of his face, shamelessly and desperately hiding himself. Could any of the demons in 
this hall hear his heart pounding wildly?! 


He wanted to crawl under his desk, but there was no room, and his struggles would be too 
noticeable. He glanced towards the side door. If he hauled ass quickly enough, all anyone 
would see was his unimpressive backside instead of his unimpressive face as he fled. 
Tianlang-Jun could laughingly say, "Oh, that's just my flighty human advisor! Ignore him! 
Probably off to deal with some important vegetable storage emergency or something. What a 
pickle! Ha ha!" 


Instead, Shang Qinghua was too cowardly to move, so Tianlang-Jun said: 


"Oh? How easy you always make it sound, my young general! ‘Simple. It is done.'| like that. 
Music to my ears, year after year! What a hasty surrender it must have been with the Iron 
Hair Boar Clan. We can always trust our fearsome friends from the north to serve us well." 


"Yes, my lord." 


Su Xiyan spoke up next: "And to take on this... very minor... task with the Iron Hair Boar 
Clan and make it simple so soon after your decisive victory against our false friends to the 
northwest, it's impressive." Her approving voice rose to the tune of an announcement. "Let us 
yet again offer our personal congratulations, Mobei-Jun, on the greatly anticipated defeat of 
the treacherous and now late lord of the Storm Sea Clan." 


Gasps and whispers and one noticeable whoop broke out throughout the Saintly Throne Hall. 
Out of the corner of his eye, around the scroll he was holding in front of his face, Shang 
Qinghua could see some courtiers looking very smug about having already heard this news. 
One of the nearby members of the Heavenly Guard had an expression of dawning 
understanding: so that was what the big party being organized was going to be about! 


Shang Qinghua almost moaned in panic. Not because of the multi-day victory banquet that 
the Underground Palace was preparing, though he was, honestly, attending this particular 
session of petitions partly so he could temporarily hide from some of the palace stewards, 
chamberlains, cooks, and certain members of the Underground Ministry. Some of his people 
apparently had decision paralysis about whether or not they were allowed to put out fires on 
their own when it came to event-planning. (Sometimes literal fires! Fire demons could really 
not be trusted with judging how much fire was alarming and dangerous to other people.) 


The death of the old Stormlord had happened just under a month ago, though the cleanup of 
the siege against the Storm Sea Clan was still ongoing. Shang Qinghua and the Underground 
Ministry were being sent detailed progress reports from their people there on a near-daily 
basis. He'd been told everything about the shocking final battle by a wind demon messenger 
less than twelve hours after it had happened. 


But he'd thought that Mobei-Jun was still stuck at the Storm Sea dealing with that crap! He'd 
thought that Mobei-Jun would be returning to the Ice Palace in the Northern Desert to handle 
some personal affairs for a few days before eventually showing up to the victory banquet. He 
hadn't known that Su Xiyan had recruited their favorite teleporting general to run an 
additional errand. This dependable right-hand man couldn't have taken just a few more hours 
to complete this bonus errand? Shang Qinghua would have been in his office in the 
Underground Ministry safely being harassed about flower arrangements again in less than an 
hour! 


He dared to peek over the scroll that he was hiding behind, unable to resist any longer. The 
would-be warlord, Tiemao-Jun, had been backed up dangerously close to the imperial dais in 
order to give space to the mountainous ice demons now occupying the hall. He kind of 
looked like he wanted to complain. But he’d also been in the middle of getting his ass 
chewed out and handed to him, so he also looked sour and conflicted about the interruption. 


The ice demon was nearly two meters tall now; his shoulders were broader, his waist was 
thicker, and the powerful muscle and fat of his chest and arms made Shang Qinghua want to 
start fanning himself immediately. Mobei-Jun was wearing richly embroidered robes in icy 
blues and shadowy grays, as well as intricate silver jewelry, both of which glittered faintly 
with some of the famous northern desert jewels and magical protections, and finally a furred 
cloak that had probably been made from some horrifically enormous polar-bear-leopard 
demon beast that he’d probably killed himself by snapping its neck with his bare hands. 


Most importantly, the demonic clothing showed off nearly the entire front of Mobei-Jun’s 
impressive chest, which was also covered in dark hair. Oh, no. If he had been even 10% less 
of a coward, Shang Qinghua would knock himself out on that brick wall gladly. 


And then there was the face! The face! His long features had been very good before, but now 
his jaw had broadened and other angles had been more sharply defined, as though finally 
fully carved out. His hair was a rich bluish black, braided half-up, yet still longer than Shang 
Qinghua remembered. Mobei-Jun’s eyes seemed even more intense than before, even though 
they hadn’t changed. The irises were almost entirely black, divided from the pupil by a 
luminous ring of icy blue, which made it look as though this demon could see into a soul. It 
matched beautifully and intimidatingly to the sharp and glowing blue demon mark in the 
center of his forehead. 


"Ah, he must have also been pretty young last time?" Shang Qinghua found himself thinking. 
He’d had a few glances of their best general from a distance before, usually while hurrying 
away, but it wasn’t the same. The young prince really had grown up into a king! He felt a hint 
of pride, though he also still wanted to fan himself desperately because he hadn’t been ready 
to be confronted with his ideal man in his advanced form. "Js it hot in here or is it just me?!" 


He kept holding up the scroll to hide behind, thankfully nothing much to look at compared to 
the Demon Realm’s tyrannical lovebirds. If he was really lucky, Mobei-Jun wouldn’t even 
remember his face! He had a pretty average face, right? Very forgettable! Despite his current 
position, he still had the natural, inimitable air of a Very Unimportant Person. 


Mobei-Jun was thankfully distracted by Tiemao-Jun, still standing between the ice demons 
and the imperial dais, apparently determined to stand his ground despite all reason, logic, 
common sense, natural instinct, you name it! The warriors were about the same physical size, 
but their respective presence was like night and day. The chill in the hall deepened in 
warning, like the annoyed ice demon was holding the howling winds and cutting ice of a 
deadly blizzard above their heads, silently stepping up to be face to face with the quavering 
petitioner. 


"Fuck, thats sexy," Shang Qinghua thought miserably. 


As soon as he thought this, Mobei-Jun summoned a sword of ice and stabbed it through the 
other demon’s heart, before Tiemao-Jun could properly raise his arms. The other demon gave 
a punched-out gasp and pushed back weakly against Mobei-Jun, but the ice demon didn’t 
flinch and didn't relent. The ice spread, choking the would-be warlord, and there was a 
striking lack of blood. The ice sealed the wound as it killed him. 


Mobei-Jun drew back and let the half-frozen demon fall to the floor. The former Tiemao-Jun 
didn’t move. Several of the nearest courtiers yet again hastily stepped away from the demon 
warriors. 


For several seconds, the world seemed still. 


Though, out of the corner of his eye, Shang Qinghua saw Zhuzhi-Lang squirm 
uncomfortably, but that was probably just because of the temperature. Without him needing 
to say anything, one of his assistants, Lu Qiufang, and a couple of the Heavenly Guards 
hesitantly stepped forward. Mobei-Jun didn’t move, didn’t even look down, didn’t change his 
annoyed expression at all, as the guards picked up the fallen body, following the assistant 
efficiently out of the hall. 


Ah, as far as killing in front of the Saintly Throne went, that could have been messier. 


... Shang Qinghua had almost forgotten just how good Mobei-Jun was at killing people. He 
had almost forgotten just how easily the ice demon disposed of people who were in his way. 
Almost. 


The doors of Tianlang-Jun’s own fiery presence were opened just a touch further, sending 
some heat back through the room, and Mobei-Jun’s icy aura respectfully backed down. 


"Hm, simple and done!" the Demon Emperor declared. "I suppose that things were going that 
direction anyway, weren’t they? Good riddance!" 


"We take it that the late Tiemao-Jun’s younger brother accepted the contract as true and 
swore loyalty to the Underground Palace? Did the new Tiemao-Jun request an execution?" Su 
Xiyan said, and she looked pleased when Mobei-Jun nodded. "Perhaps if this demon lord had 
not taken it upon himself to lie to us, an arrangement could have been made. We shall send 
his remains to his clan as a reminder of the poor choices to be avoided under our rule." 


Su Xiyan asked Mobei-Jun for some of the details of the conquest. Shang Qinghua probably 
should have been taking notes, because when she said "we", she often meant him! It was 
going to be his job to put together the sufficiently intimidating "our condolences we had to 
kill this guy, let him serve as an example of being too annoying" letter from the Underground 
Palace. 


"Lord Advisor, is something the matter?" someone whispered. 


Shang Qinghua startled and looked into the wide, anxious eyes of Lu Quiufang, already back 
from sending the guards on their way. Being a flytrap plant demon tended to give Lu Qiufang 
a permanently sticky look, though they were pretty good about keeping that glue off the 
paper, and it always got worse when they were afraid that they weren’t living up to 
expectations. Maybe Tianlang-Jun had been a little too good about putting a fear of failure 
into Shang Qinghua’s people after the last assassination attempt! 


"You’ve been looking at that contract for a long time, my lord," Lu Qiufang whispered. "Is 
something wrong with it? I came back as quickly as I could from that establishment! Did this 
lowly one miss something?!" 


"No, no, it’s... it’s great," Shang Qinghua whispered back. Shit, now he was going to 
accidentally convince himself that he had missed something in this stupid contract with the 
Gambler's Den. "I’m just... admiring the calligraphy of our latest business partner. It’s... 
really something. Wow." 


"I can’t read it," Yachi whispered, peering over from his other shoulder, apparently already 
back from her errand as well. "Is it a really special character? I don’t know that one. Does 
Lord Advisor want us to start writing more like that?" 


"Oh, god, no," Shang Qinghua said immediately. 


"I did everything that Lord Advisor said," Lu Qiufang mumbled to themself, starting to 
ooze... uh, something, from their skin. "I did everything. I gave the money and the fancy, old, 
cursed weapons to the creepy man in the moon mask, and he said that the payment was good. 
I made sure that no one switched anything. I stamped it just like Lord Advisor showed me-" 


"Is it a different language? Lord Advisor, is it another human language?" 


Shang Qinghua cowered behind the contract, because attention wouldn’t stay on the imperial 
couple and their kingly general if this whispering kept up. "Good job. Great job. Nothing is 
wrong! Just shut up! Shhh! Everyone be quiet." 


Lu Qiufang and Yachi immediately swallowed their words and sat back, but their narrowed 
eyes said that it was too late to stifle their curiosity. Fuck. Now they were going to go back 
and gossip with Shang Qinghua's other people, who were managers, secretaries, accountants, 
merchants, and scribes who had been hired as various officials because they were clever, 
observant, and good at noticing minor inconsistencies and using those suspicious connections 
to ruin any lying person's miserable fucking life. They were all of them, to a demon, 
insatiable gossips. 


They were going to say things like, "Huh, you know, I think that the Lord Advisor has never 
visited the northern kingdoms? The Northern King doesn t come to the Underground Palace 
often, usually the general just sends envoys, like the ambassador who lives in the valley's 
Cold Palace, but when he does show up, the Lord Advisor is always coincidentally busy..." 


"Let us forget him!" Tianlang-Jun was saying, effortlessly holding the attention of the Saintly 
Throne Hall in his claws. "A simple feat or not, you must share the full stories of both your 
victories later, Mobei! The big and the small! We shall have days of feasting here in the 
Heavenly Valley to celebrate you - and at this victory banquet, you must regale us at great 
length with your latest tales of conquest!" 


Peeking over the scroll again, Shang Qinghua saw that Mobei-Jun did not look enthusiastic 
about this. He wasn’t known to be a very wordy person! He hadn’t been very talkative in 
Proud Immortal Demon Way, for one thing, and for another thing... speaking from personal 
experience, the last and only time that they’d met, the demon had said only as much as he had 
needed to say. His actions spoke very loudly. Mobei-Jun's opinions had been... very clear. 


Tianlang-Jun smiled knowingly and then said, "And you must make a full report for the 
Underground Palace, of course, to my Lord Advisor." 


Shang Qinghua’s mind went entirely, unhelpfully blank. 


"Did you know that when I killed your father, I almost killed you too?" Tianlang-Jun said, 
and even laughed, and the celebratory air in the Saintly Throne Hall became still like a prey 
animal hoping to avoid the attention of a predator. "The Northern Desert Clan was, after all, 
quite famous for its... hmm... disagreements with my beloved wife’s former sect and for its 
disdain for all things human. And I was quite annoyed with your father and older brothers 
after what they did!" 


Mobei-Jun’s expression remained impassive. He did not look at all intimidated. He didn’t 
even look angry or upset at the mention of his father’s death, which if both Proud Immortal 
Demon Way and Demon Realm gossip were to be trusted, hadn’t been a good relationship at 
all. 


"But my wise Lord Advisor insisted that you should be given a chance to prove that you 
could be an ally to us, unlike your offensive father and disrespectful brothers!" Tianlang-Jun 
continued. "He was adamant that you would be worth the trouble. He’s quite often right about 
these things, so I allowed it, and how delighted I’ve been to have been proven so wrong! You 
are a demon among demons, Mobei! Your father should have been proud." 


And then, because the Demon Emperor wasn’t done stirring up trouble, he gestured vaguely 
in Shang Qinghua’s direction and said, "You really should personally thank my Lord Advisor 
for putting in the good word." 


In his early days as the Imperial Advisor in the Underground Palace, even in his little, 
slightly lower place off to the side, Shang Qinghua had felt like an imposter being anywhere 
near any of this. He’d gotten used to it, though. Now, he did his best to sit back and enjoy 
being treated like the Very Important Person he wasn’t. He had basked smugly over being 
seated higher and treated better than the no-name crowds and jealous demon courtiers, which 
also gave him the best view of the drama, and all without actually having to be the true center 
of attention. 


Now, he would have given fucking anything to have the worst seat it the house. He should 
have lifted the scroll again, no matter how suspicious it looked, but his mind was still 
sluggish with panic and his hands actually wanted to drop along with his jaw at Tianlang- 
Jun’s shameless if unknowing betrayal. (Bro?! BRO?!) 


So, ah, Mobei-Jun looked directly at him. 


Which could have been fine! Everything could have been fine and for one glorious second, it 
seemed like it was going to be fine, as Mobei-Jun stared at Shang Qinghua blankly, probably 
not too pleased about owing his survival to some random, plain, unimportant human. For a 
few beautiful seconds, Shang Qinghua dared to hope that he’d been completely forgotten. He 
hoped that his unmemorable face had been permanently put out of mind as soon as he had 
fled Mobei-Jun’s sight all those years ago. 


And then, fuck, Mobei-Jun’s eyes went wide with recognition. Fuck! He was too cool for his 
jaw to drop open or anything, he didn’t say anything or point any accusing fingers, but his 
shock was obvious to anyone looking for it. Fuck, fuck, fuck! 


Hating the fact that he’d been saved by a human again must have tripped something in his 
memory! That wasn't good. But maybe Mobei-Jun had at least forgotten the part where he’d 
promised to kill Shang Qinghua on sight as painfully as possible if they ever met again? 


Shang Qinghua didn’t know what to do. He could hear his own pulse. Breathing had become 
weirdly difficult. His hands trembled. It kind of felt like they were the only two people in the 
Underground Palace's Saintly Throne Hall. 


...If he threw his ink in Mobei-Jun’s face, would that give him enough time to get away with 
his life? He had some snacks in his pocket; maybe if he threw his pocket dust while shouting 
something like, "Black Sun Immortal Fire powder!" then it would distract the ice demon. Ah, 
but what kind of OP demon warrior would fall for such a cheap trick?! And all that this poor 
transmigrator had up his sleeves were mediocre skills and cheap tricks! 


Shang Qinghua cleared his throat and managed to say loudly, "Oh, no need for thanks! No 
need for any of that!" He waved his hand in desperate dismissal. "Aren’t we all friends here 
now? The victories won by the great Mobei-Jun are thanks enough. How good to finally meet 
in person for the first time!" 


An example of a cheap trick: pretending not to recognize Mobei-Jun! 


Wasn't it just too embarrassing to try to have some dramatic scene with someone who 
couldn't even remember who you were? Maybe Shang Qinghua was too important now to 
remember the person originally destined to kill him once he'd outlived his usefulness! Ha! It 
felt a little late after all the hiding he'd done already, honestly, but he could try. 


At the very least, Mobei-Jun didn’t lunge forward to snap his poor little human neck in one 
hand. Ice arrows, fine like silk threads, didn’t spin out of the air and tear Shang Qinghua to 
shreds. 


Instead, Mobei-Jun just kept staring, though his eyes slowly became less wide, and his 
expression settled back into the cool glare from before. He stiffly inclined his head at the 
compliment. Shang Qinghua couldn't tell what the demon was thinking, but it was probably 
something like, "J really hate bowing to a weak human in any way, his presence disgusts me 
in every possible way, but there are too many important people watching for me to rip off his 
ugly head right now. The Demon Emperor would not be pleased." 


Which was all good, as long as they were moving forward, because the ice demon warriors 
behind Mobei-Jun had been giving the both of them weird looks. And Shang Qinghua knew 
that Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan had been watching all of this, even if he was too cowardly to 
look at their expressions at the moment. He stared determinedly at his desk. Yep, no need to 
pay attention to this really normal interaction! 


"Yes, yes, we’re all friends now," Tianlang-Jun agreed, mercifully moving along with all the 
majesty of a steamroller. "And we look forward to becoming even greater friends in the 
coming days, with even greater victories behind us!" 


Some of the crowd gave genuine or obligatory cheers. Su Xtyan stepped forward again to 
assist her husband in explaining to the Great Hall when the celebratory banquets would be 
held and what would become of the defeated Storm Sea Clan. They asked some more 
questions of Mobei-Jun and congratulated him again. 


Honestly, Shang Qinghua couldn’t keep track of it, because whenever Mobei-Jun wasn’t 
speaking directly to the happy couple, the demon kept glaring at him. 


Shang Qinghua tried to look anywhere except towards Mobei-Jun, but that was almost worse! 
His assistants were staring blatantly at him. Zhuzhi-Lang had also given him a funny look. 
Over the years, Shang Qinghua had come to know the snakey expressions well enough to 
recognize that it was the sort of funny look that the snake demon usually reserved for his 
uncle, which couldn’t possibly be a good thing. Su Xiyan was too professional to side-eye 
him while doing her thing, but her fucking husband wasn’t! 


Even some of the demon courtiers had surely noticed something. Even though most of them 
had been pretty readily convinced that Shang Qinghua was simply the weirdest creature alive, 
essentially equivalent to Tianlang-Jun’s ugly and possibly sickly pet, and dangerous mostly in 
that it was a bad idea to step on him or set him off barking like a small, shivering dog. 


One of the members of the Heavenly Guard kept looking between them. 


As soon as it was even remotely... ah, he’d lost all hope of "unsuspicious" at this point, so 
he’d call it "polite" instead... polite to leave, Shang Qinghua made his excuses, made his 
loyal assistants deal with carrying his crap, and ran out of the Saintly Throne Hall like his ass 
was on fire. He had a very important banquet to plan! In less than a week! Preparations were 
already well underway, but there were always up until the very last minute new demonic 
delicacies to avoid taste-testing, new soap mixes to invent in the hopes of getting the blood 
out of the good decor, and new seating charts to just fucking give up on because someone 
was probably going to get disemboweled no matter what he did. 


He also had a mysterious human illness to invent and falsely contract shortly before the 
event, of course, which would conveniently last the exact duration of the problematic 
celebrations and render him sadly unable to attend and congratulate their guest of honor in 
person. What a shame! The wise and influential Imperial Advisor would have to send Mobei- 
Jun his regrets yet again, which had presumably been ignored by an uncaring king on all 
previous near misses. 


But now Mobei-Jun would know exactly who was avoiding him. 
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Ten years ago, a certain An Ding Peak outer disciple's day had occasionally started with one 
of his bored, spiteful shixiongs throwing water on his face to wake him up, or else just giving 
him the good, old-fashioned, incredibly efficient kick to the back. Or just shouting curses in 
his ear if they were feeling nice about their spitefulness that day. At the crack of fucking 
dawn. 


If that lowly disciple had been extra lucky, he'd wake up on his own, so he could drag himself 
out of bed a little early for that long day of running up and down stairs on other people's 
errands, hauling figurative and sometimes literal shit around, getting his ass kicked in 
training, being screamed at for his personal failings and the personal failings of his peers, and 
filling out paperwork until his hand cramped and his head ached. (And cultivating 

desperately using every scrap of secret author knowledge at his disposal! Which hadn't 
actually been that much! Hey, was cultivation supposed to make you feel sick to your 
stomach? Probably not.) Complaining openly had been, of course, only for people whose rich 
families could afford it and for losers who were essentially asking to get some alleged virtue 
beaten into them. 


When darkness had fallen, that lowly disciple had finally been allowed to collapse back into 
his hard bed, without any sort of pillow, in a shared dormitory that was never, ever free of 
loud snoring or the smell of ass. Where he would wait until he passed out so that he could get 
to do it all over again tomorrow. 


Glory had never fucking heard of An Ding Peak. 


Now, a certain Imperial Advisor of the Demon Emperor, Steward of the Saintly House, and 
Minister of the Underground Palace, awoke most often to the pleasant chime of enchanted 
bells. He yawningly pulled himself from the depths of the most luxurious, stupidly massive, 
ridiculously soft bed in possibly the entire city, swimming free of the warm and now slightly 
sweaty blankets. The bed had probably originally been constructed for some demon lord to 
host small orgies, rather than one person. 


Shang Qinghua never had to worry about cold feet, because the floors were covered in soft 
carpets with beautifully complex patterns that had been painstakingly woven by an ancient 


spiritual order on top of some hidden mountain or something. He pulled on a golden spider- 
silk robe, which glowed very gently, underneath the magical, carved crystal lanterns that 
were mimicking the soft light of dawn in the depths of the Underground Palace. And of 
course, because he was still himself even when surrounded by the height of luxury, he 
immediately padded over to the ornate cold-array box that he'd commissioned and pulled out 
a metal cup filled with his favorite drink, before kicking his mini-fridge shut again. 


Ah, he still thought wistfully of the krssshhh of opening a drink can, a sound he had left a 
lifetime behind him now. He had mixed this drink himself from the sugary fruit of the rare 
First Sunlight Vine and a bitter bean lovingly cultivated by the noble Orchid Snake Clan. It 
was a decent, bright pink mimicry of his favorite flavor of energy drink from his past life, the 
taste of which had best been described as, "BLUE!!! " He couldn't drink this stuff at any meal 
with everyone else, because he had made the mistake of proudly letting Su Xiyan try his 
concoction once and she hadn't seemed to approve of his choices, asking things like, "What is 
in this exactly?" and, "Are you certain this isn't poisonous?" He was also pretty sure that if he 
accidentally allowed this fix anywhere near her precious and precocious son, their imperial 
majesties would somehow revoke his mini-fridge privileges. 


The walk-in closet of the Imperial Advisor's chambers was larger than his entire apartment 
from his previous life and filled with some pretty expensive robes and ornaments, but more to 
his practical and plainer tastes, given that he wasn't the Demon Empress or anything. (Or the 
Demon Emperor's unofficial mistress, though the gossip kept insisting otherwise, which was 
definitely the Demon Emperor's fault.) He dressed in a neat outfit in warm yellows, with tight 
sleeves and perfectly fitting boots, with a sturdy yet heavily embroidered golden coat, 
suitable for a day about the Underground Palace, the Underground Ministry, and maybe even 
out on the Imperial City of the Heavenly Valley. Attached to the walk-in closet was a small 
half-room with full-length mirrors for him to check out the Imperial Lord Advisor. 


He gave himself some finger-guns and a wink. Looking good! 
Or, ah, not bad, at least. 


He left his walk-in closet through his private bathing room, which also kind of looked like it 
had been originally intended for hosting orgies, stepping into his personal sitting room. It was 
a truly enormous room, well-decorated, fit for a king, partially divided by folding screens that 
were beautifully painted with scenes of some demonic army creatively eviscerating their 
enemies. There was a receiving and lounging area, mostly occupied by discarded coats and 
boots that probably needed to be handed over to the Inner Palace's laundresses already. There 
was an unused dining area. There were also a few shelves and a disorganized reading area, 
featuring a teetering stack of books that he meant to read his way through eventually, but was 
at this point something of an accidental art piece. 


There was so much empty space. A person could fly in circles on a sword around the ceiling. 
And the Lord Advisor's Apartments even also had a large personal office attached to this 
room, which was almost as large as his stupid orgy bedroom, and mostly used for storing 
more scrolls and other scraps that Shang Qinghua was meaning to get to later. It could 
potentially be really useful if he ever wanted to lock himself in his apartments and never see 
another living being ever. 


He could have said that it was especially quiet and peaceful in the mornings, but that wasn't 
really true. He almost never had guests. It was always quiet here. 


Truly, his life as the Imperial Advisor was fantastic. In accommodations alone, it vastly 
outstripped his miserable time as a disciple of An Ding Peak, his time before that as a slightly 
freakish child of intolerant, ignorant parents, and his past life as a web-novel author. There 
was so much room in the Inner Underground Palace, a secondary palace within the larger 
Underground Palace where the imperial family lived, that his personal apartments probably 
could have been three times larger upon request. All he would have to do was snap his 
fingers and some demon servants would come start smashing down walls! 


When all this luxury became too much for him, he broke open the front doors of his 
apartments and stepped bravely out into one of the hallways of the Inner Underground Palace 
to start the day. 


There was no one present on this fine morning except the two Heavenly Guards assigned to 
the end of the hallway, and the golden beauty demon Guard Shuai was busy flirting with the 
toad demon Guard Wen again. Guard Shuai was leaning against the wall in very unnatural 
seductive pose that looked a little desperate at this point. Guard Wen was determinedly, 
dutifully remaining oblivious to his succubus partner's ongoing seduction campaign, while 
also blushing fiercely. 


Ugh, did no one in this palace have anything better to do than moon after someone else?! 
There were far more important things in this life than getting your heart broken for no good 
reason! 


Shang Qinghua made it about five steps down his usual morning path before he paused. 


Right! He was skipping the imperial family's breakfast today because Tianlang-Jun and Su 
Xiyan would grill him within an inch of his life after that display in the Saintly Throne Hall 
yesterday. Most important meal of the day? More like "most dangerous"! Shang Qinghua 
cunningly swung his foot around and set off down the usual path taken directly towards work 
instead, before he paused again. 


"But what if they've already guessed that I'm going to skip out?" Shang Qinghua murmured 
to himself. "You never know with these scheming protagonist types, ten steps ahead of 
everyone else..." He started pacing back and forth. "What if Zhuzhi-Lang is lurking around a 
corner to bring me in or something? They know all my usual habits. And what if they know I 
know that they know I'm trying to avoid them? Maybe they've predicted I'll take a route I've 
never taken before...?" 


He looked up and realized that both of the Heavenly Guards were staring at him now. Guard 
Shuai and Guard Wen's expressions suggested that they were confused about what constituted 
normal human behavior again. There were limited upsides to being one of a handful of 
humans in the Inner Underground Palace, but one of them was that the Heavenly Guard often 
hesitantly shrugged off his personal bullshit instead of immediately telling Captain Qiang that 
he'd possibly been possessed. Though, of course, that sort of panicked tattling to the imperial 
family had also happened several times. 


Shang Qinghua scuttled in the opposite direction, sneaking his way into one of the servant 
passages. Some of the Inner Palace maids, Maid Na, Maid Ting, and Maid Ying were all 
there, unfortunately, in a little gossip circle with their whiskers brushing. The rat demons 
threw themselves against the walls to give him extra space and squeaked, "Lord Advisor?!" 
and, "What's wrong?!" and, "Can we help you?" in a line as he hustled briskly past them with 
dignified bravado. 


"Important business here! You didn't see me! Carry on!" he replied easily. 


He went through the Inner Palace's kitchens and everyone hastily bowed out of his way, 
probably out of respect for the Demon Emperor's warning that any mistreatment of his 
humans would end in the offending limb being torn off. Shang Qinghua shoved a bunch of 
fruit and some wrapped snacks into the enchanted pockets of his coat. He was the 
mastermind behind all of the Human Realm food that they imported, especially in the Inner 
Palace, so he could do what he wanted with it! 


"Are you sure that we can't make you something, Lord Advisor?!" the monkey demon Head 
Cook Ping demanded, looking and sounding like she was about to cry. She was fidgeting like 
she wanted to cling to his thighs to keep him still, but she was instead being extremely 
careful not to lay her hands on him, simultaneously trying to block his path and back hastily 
away from him as he walked. "Please, please, let us prepare a tray for you! The morning 
dishes are nearly done! Do you want us to fetch Assistant Cook Qian?! Does a human need to 
make it?! The Emperor insists that we feed you well! Please remember that a lot of demon 
food will make you sick!" 


"No, no, don't wake up Assistant Cook Qian or her daughter! I'm not going to poison myself! 
We humans need our beauty sleep, ha ha, but I just don't have the time to slow down at the 
moment. Busy days ahead! Busy days ahead with this big victory banquet!" Shang Qinghua 
said, feeling not unlike a hamster shoving food into its cheeks, or a wanted criminal 
preparing for a life on the run. "No need to track me down with meal trays today or anything, 
ha ha. Keep up the good work!" 


He ate as he walked, creeped, tip-toed, slinked, and sidled his way out of the Inner Palace, 
through the broader structure of the Underground Palace, heading towards the Underground 
Ministry. He slowed down along the gigantic Hall of the First Emperor, which was essentially 
an enormous underground street connecting the Palace and the Ministry, and never 
unpopulated. Why not slow down to appreciate the wide-eyed look of horror one of the junior 
officials gave him? Why not savor the sight of the young demon then sprinting towards the 
Underground Ministry to warn their seniors that the Lord Advisor was here even earlier than 
expected? 


The guards and servants of the Underground Palace jumped out of his way, clearing his path 
like he had some sort of plague, some bowing lowly while murmuring respectful-ish 
greetings and others just running away from him. Some of the local officials even yanked 
guests out of the way for their own good. 


But there were always outliers. Someone who looked like a visiting merchant stepped 
forward, jingling with jewelry that looked like silver coins. It was a demon with goose-like 


features all fluffed up with self-importance, obviously determined to catch the Lord Advisor 
and speak about their business, their beak already opening to speak... 


One of Shang Qinghua's personal assistants promptly jumped forward from behind him to 
literally shove the squawking goose demon aside. "Don't talk to him. Make an appointment!" 
Yachi barked, slightly out of breath, her ears pinned backwards, showing off all her sharp 
teeth. 


She then proceeded to literally chase away several other bystanders who looked like they 
might be getting ideas. Shang Qinghua nodded to her in thanks. She looked like she was 
having fun, maybe? 


After that, the next people to move even slightly towards him were the guards who leaped 
forward to open the doors for him. He didn't even have to touch them or gesture for 
assistance. Touching or even thinking about doors was beneath him now, apparently! 


Inside, Shang Qinghua's people who had been caught in the Entrance Hall of the 
Underground Ministry were lined up to bow to him as he passed them, which had been pretty 
nice once upon a time, very flattering, very impressive, but was also kind of a waste of time 
at this point. He made a mental note to get offended about it at some point, maybe just to 
continue keeping his minions on their toes. 


Shang Qinghua clapped his hands. "We have less than a week to finish pulling off this victory 
party, people! Don't just stand around here. There are better ways of shamelessly sucking up 
to me! Where's the report on the latest important guests to arrive and why isn't it in my hand 
yet?!" 


Tianlang-Jun may have been the Demon Emperor, the Saintly Ruler, the Fallen Son of the 
Heavens, but he also had very limited interest in the everyday logistics of his realm. The 
Underground Ministry that was connected to the Underground Palace of the Heavenly Valley 
had become Shang Qinghua's personal domain. To some of the demons here, as far as they 
were concerned when it came down to whose orders had the greatest authority, he was the 
untouchable king, the one true emperor, and the ruler of heaven himself within these walls. 
As was only right, in his opinion! 


"What the fuck is this color scheme? I said black and gold banners to pair with the northern 
blue banners; if I see any red in this hall, I want it to be only because somebody's bleeding 
again, because we're never going to get out of having that shit happen," Shang Qinghua said 
to one of the servants, as he inspected some of the latest decorations. "This arrangement 
looks like shit, are you colorblind?! Wait, you are? Seriously?! Then find someone who isn't 
and ask them." 


Followed by a gaggle of his secretaries, he went through some of the seating charts again, 
and said: "No, no, no, absolutely fucking no, no... all right, yes, fine, put the White Wind 
Clan lady at this table, maybe she'll kill that insufferable fucker who keeps bragging about his 
hunting trophies for us. No, no, yes, no. These two wives are having an affair together and 
their husbands don't know, but I guess it's pointless to try and keep them apart at this point, so 
just have someone focused on serving the Mountain Claw Clan lord drinks as soon as 
possible. No, yes, yes, no- Wait, is this? Could someone write another letting to Merchant 


Wan to thank him again for being willing to do business with the Demon Realm, but remind 
him that as a human, he's still not invited to banquets at the Underground Palace for his own 
health? What the fuck do you mean he's staying in the city already?! What? Well, I hope the 
demon bodyguards he hired are good, because he's going to get himself killed." 


"He's, er, staying with Tanglang-Jun of the Praying Mantis Clan at her personal palace," one 
of his secretaries volunteered nervously. 


"... What?" 
"They have apparently been exchanging... letters... about poetry... for over a year now." 
"What?" 


"He's here at her personal invitation," the secretary reported miserably. "Lord Advisor, please, 
we sent him several warnings! As soon as we realized what happened! But he says that he's... 
in love." 


Shang Qinghua stared at them, then said, "Well, someone go check our backup plans for how 
we're going to rearrange things when that spoiled third son who apparently never learned any 
common sense gets his head bitten off. Good luck to him romancing that particular widow, of 
course! We wish him the best! Check who gets his shit after he dies." 


"Yes, Lord Advisor!" 


Another ridiculous romance didn't put him in a good mood as he was forced to deal with the 
drink menu again. The Underground Palace's head sommelier was apparently losing their shit 
because one of the stewards had suggested serving a very expensive imported wine in the 
Saint's Square of the Heavenly City aboveground, for the common people of the Demon 
Realm as they celebrated alongside the victory banquet. The sommelier also lost it when 
Shang Qinghua suggested watering down Emperor's Smile wine. He was joking! Just joking! 
(Not really.) And yet he had to duck a thrown silver pitcher. 


He was abrasive enough in his obvious stress that someone actually tried to bring him tea in 
some pathetic attempt to calm him down. How could he calm down?! The seating cushion 
repairs were unacceptably behind schedule! Shang Qinghua waved the servant off and set off 
to make the rounds of the part of the Underground Palace that would be open to guests during 
the victory banquet and other celebrations. 


The ballsy tea-server hurried along after him, even hastily keeping ahead of the crowd of 
other servants and assistants following him. "But Lord Advisor, this delicious tea was made 
specially for you! By that human cook that you hired in the Inner Palace kitchens! Made with 
the best ingredients brought directly from the Human Realm for you!" 


"I don't remember asking for it," Shang Qinghua replied, without looking back. 


Who would buy him tea? Was Su Xiyan or Luo Wenmin trying to get him to give up the good 
stuff again? He wished he'd brought some of his handmade energy drink with him, but was 


also kind of glad he hadn't, because he was wishing for it in the same way that he sometimes 
wished that he'd taken a couple shots of liquid courage before coming in to work. 


"Lord Advisor, please! It's for your health!" the tea-server protested, falling behind. One of 
Shang Qinghua's secretaries shamelessly kicked their shins to get ahead in the pack. 


"I'll drink special teas for my health when I'm dead," Shang Qinghua replied carelessly. He 
switched his attention to another servant and said, "What was that? Yes, I want the seers to 
keep watching the weather because that shit changes when there are multiple clans who cause 
thunderstorms and earthquakes when they have a temper tantrum. If I see a single dust storm, 
people, I swear that I'm going to scream." 


He kept up his brisk pace, throwing out orders left and right through the Underground 
Ministry, all the way to the Underground Palace's Red Atrium. "We'll set up the long red 
carpet down this first entrance hallway here, and then another over there, because then we'll 
know if anyone tries to step off it and go wandering, and these lords and ladies love showing 
off their outfits to each other for the fashion sketches even if there aren't any cameras. 
Unless...? What are those Huan Hua eagles called again? Ahhh, I'll ask the Empress later. 
Note to self: look into photography invention possibilities again." 


The Red Atrium resembled a massive, multi-story courtyard, with seven floors of balconies 
looking down on the sprawling garden below. This gathering hall was close to both the Main 
Entrance Hall and the Hall of the First Emperor, acting as the thoroughfare to some of the 
many Guest Apartments of the Underground Palace, where many visiting courtiers and 
petitioners could stay if they didn't have their own palace or manor out in the Heavenly 
Valley's Imperial City. 


There were always at least a handful of demons lingering here in this atrium. On-duty 
members of the Underground Palace Guard and Stone Generals lurked against the intensely 
decorated columns, as was to be expected. Courtiers often strolled among the ever-flowering 
trees, which had blood-red leaves, growing tall and hungry under the strict care of the 
Underground Palace's gardeners. Ministry officials and guards liked to meet here before and 
after their shifts. Servants stopped to enjoy the beauty of the distant ceiling, which instead of 
having an open sky or a skylight, was covered in a hundred magical lanterns in different 
styles, and brightened and dimmed over the hours to mimic the passage of the sun. 


With the upcoming parties, Shang Qinghua had expected the Red Atrium to be a little 
crowded. He stopped dead in his tracks, however, upon realizing exactly whose entourages 
were currently hanging out on the other side of this semi-public atrium. His own entourage 
stumbled over themselves to stop from overshooting him or running him over. One of his 
secretaries even tripped and face-planted into the floor beside him, lying there for a few 
seconds, before they hastily wiggled backwards again. 


Tianlang-Jun was apparently giving Mobei-Jun a tour. The Demon Emperor was a big fan of 
the trees that Shang Qinghua had imported for him. Previously, this atrium had been home to 
several large, hideous, generously glorifying, and distressingly shirtless statues of Tianlang- 
Jun's heavenly demon ancestors. 


Mobei-Jun didn't look pleased to have been dragged away from the Cold Palace - the 
Northern Desert Clan's own impressive residence in the Imperial City of the Heavenly Valley 
- just to look at decorative trees, but the Northern King was at least pretending to listen to 
Tianlang-Jun's poetic waxings. The small crowd of Underground Palace attendants and 
Northern Desert Clan envoys were doing a more obvious job of nodding along approvingly 
and admiringly to the human-loving Demon Emperor's whims. 


The important part of this: no one was looking at Shang Qinghua. As soon as he had stopped, 
Shang Qinghua had already come to the decision to turn around and leave before anyone else 
saw him. His own entourage would know he'd fled, but they had to nod along to Ais whims. 


He almost got away with it. 


But then something enormous smashed into the floor about thirty steps in front of him. Glass 
and magical crystal shattered across the marble tiles, sending up a brilliant, near-blinding 
spray of white light and rainbow sparks, as the golden metal of the object's frame screeched 
and twisted out of shape. It looked like a firework. It sounded like a car crash meeting 
thunder. 


Shang Qinghua threw up a reflexive, belated barrier spell, cowering away from the 
explosion. 


But he was fine regardless. His heart was racing like a cornered rodent, beating like it might 
give out on him, and he was blinking spots out of his eyes, but he was fine. 


He was fine. 


One of the atrium's magical lanterns had fallen. They looked a lot smaller from a distance, 
but they were each actually about the size of a full-grown person, if not larger, and this one 
had dropped and whistled dangerously through the air despite all safety precautions. 


The attendants and officials immediately around him were in a panic. Someone screamed. 
Someone else was blubbering, even though no one had actually been hit by the falling light. 
One of the magical sparks had landed on a passing demon noble's trailing robes and was 
apparently catching fire, though the demon noble seemingly hadn't noticed that yet. 


Shang Qinghua let the summoned barrier fall and brushed some nonexistent dust off his coat. 
"Ha, this palace really is falling down around me!" He snapped his fingers at one of his 
minions, the one who typically dealt with the imperial architects and engineers, and said, 
"Have someone fix this yesterday. I want some bat demons, gecko demons, "I don't care’ 
demons crawling over the ceiling checking every single fucking chain up there. That could 
have hit someone! We only kill our guests on purpose in this palace, people. And will 
someone please put that fire out before the young Lady Moon Demon over there gets 
anywhere near the trees? Thank you!" 


He walked out of the room as he spoke, turning his back and leaving immediately, leaving his 
people jumping to obey, and also leaving the moon demoness to start screaming for her 
servants. He knew that Tianlang-Jun and Mobei-Jun and their respective, shocked entourages 
were watching him from the other side of the atrium. Holy shit, that accident had been loud. 


But even if it had gotten the attention of the exact people he was avoiding, it had also given 
him a decent excuse to leave. 


Optimism! 


Or denial! Same thing, really. 


After an accident like that, Tianlang-Jun might feel compelled to check on him sometime 
soon-ish, so Shang Qinghua decided to abandon his schedule even further, continue his 
torment of his army of minions another time, and leave the Underground Palace and Ministry 
entirely. 


The Underground Palace was, as advertised, an enormous palace that was almost entirely 
underground. It was built into an ancient mountain at the heart of a mighty hill range, the 
Saint's Crown, which looked down on the Heavenly Valley. The sprawling valley between the 
mountains was not unlike an oasis in this part of the Demon Realm: it possessed several 
impressive water bodies, fed by a great underground river that was said to reach as deep as 
the Endless Abyss, which was a wealth greater than gold in such a harsh landscape. It was 
also rich in spiritual energy. The ancient mountains also provided sufficient shelter from the 
worst of the ferocious dust storms and tornadoes in this region of the Demon Realm, allowing 
for the successful raising of both crops and livestock. 


Beside the Underground Palace, other palaces, temples, tombs, and historic demonic 
structures had been built on and into the sister hills by various emperors, kings, princes, and 
warlords. The Cold Palace of the Northern Desert Clan was one of them, built when an ice 
demon princess had married a previous Demon Emperor. However, not all demons were 
well-suited to living underground and most in the Heavenly Valley couldn't afford it, so the 
majority of the Imperial City sprawled between the hills aboveground, colorful and loud, 
especially leading up to any kind of celebration. 


Certain squares and streets of the Imperial City needed to be prepared for the festivities, like 
the enormous Saint's Square just outside the main entrance to the Underground Palace, while 
other areas needed to be blocked off or practically barricaded to control the crowds. Vendors 
and merchants had to be kept from tearing each other's limbs off and hair out over space, and 
their wares also double-checked to ensure they weren't selling anything that the Underground 
Palace and Ministry had declared forbidden, like the skulls of their enemies or fuck-or-die 
sex pollen flowers. It wasn't a full-on festival, really, comparatively, but whenever the Demon 
Emperor threw something like an extravagant victory party for his favorite general, it was 
good to throw a few figurative and sometimes literal bones to the demons who lived outside 
the palaces too. 


Demon lords and ladies sneered in private about the Demon Empress and the Lord Advisor 
being humans, certain demon courtiers mocked those who had taken human concubines or 
servants, and great warriors and would-be warlords grumbled amongst themselves about 
human weakness, but the Demon Realm had little people too. The bird-beaked aunties and 
goat-hoofed uncles at the lower markets were willing to tolerate and toast their Saintly 
Ruler's human wife if the Empress kept being generous with the wealth that conquest and 
trade brought to the Underground Palace. 


And Shang Qinghua and Su Xiyan both always liked it when another demon lord's little 
people, their servants and their subjects, were just so happy to share information about 
potential treason or weaknesses or other interesting secrets. For the small price of a few coins 
or even just a chicken leg or maybe even for free, the lower demons would often sell out, 
because their scary boss was just that much of an asshole to them. Oh, please, they wanted to 
betray their shitty lord so, so badly! 


Shang Qinghua stood on the front steps of the Underground Palace, looking down over the 
Imperial City of the Heavenly Valley and the forests, fields, and lakes beyond the city limits, 
and took a deep breath. The day was nice! The sun was often a little red in the Demon Realm, 
while the air was actually a little cool today, but it wasn't actively storming. He ignored the 
ongoing protests and whining from his entourage - there were victory banquet matters that 
still needed fixing, there was the usual Underground Ministry business being neglected, there 
was some visiting demon noble who'd probably gotten it into their head that they needed to 
talk to the manager about their guest towels not being fluffy enough - and skipped down the 
stairs to the Saint's Square. 


Shang Qinghua could have claimed to be too important to deal with most civic matters 
personally, especially the preparations for the street festivities, and he wouldn't even be lying 
about being too important, but he was a nosy fucker at heart. As a former disciple of An Ding 
Peak, he knew how quickly outside problems could become inside problems! It was also 
always good to check personally that his own officials and ministers at the Underground 
Ministry weren't lying to him too extravagantly in their reports. He liked to keep them on 
their toes like that by occasionally walking the permanent Upper Imperial Market not far 
from the Saint's Square without even wearing a disguise. 


"Lord Advisor! Please, try my famous meat skewers! Rotted to perfection!" one demon stall 
owner shouted as he passed. "Name any kind of meat you like, we have it!" 


"Pottery brought to you straight from the Ghostly Realm! Lord Advisor, please look! Isn't it 
beautiful?" a demon merchant cooed, butting into his conversation with a minor official. 
"This one thirsts for blood, true, but it's quite tame, actually! Ah, wait, oh, no... please, 
ignore this, Lord Advisor! Ow! This doesn't normally happen, I swear!" 


"Oh, Lord Advisor, accept this gift!" an elderly demon woman desperately jangled a pair of 
gleaming green earrings in his line of sight. "Jewel Rhino Beetle wings make the finest 
jewelry and everyone will want some if you wear it first!" 


Shang Qinghua actually paused and doubled-back for that one. The jewelry-maker was, of 
course, lying her ass off about him being a Demon Realm fashion icon in any way, but this 
loyal servant could already perfectly imagine a beautiful, iridescent, disgustingly extravagant 
beetle-wing dress on the Demon Empress. It could be good character design! He waved one 
of his assistants over to take down this demon woman's information for the imperial tailors to 
potentially make a future commission. 


Before he could finish his first sentence, there was a stunningly loud crash behind him and a 
hot burst of orange flame. Shang Qinghua peered around one of his assistants to see the 
shattered pieces of some container and a stall on fire, like some of that cursed pottery had 
been dropped and gone off like an explosive cocktail. Luckily, Yachi was already barking at 


people to fight the fire, and the people his minor officials had hired to manage this square 
were already running over to help. Shang Qinghua shook his head and went back to 
business. 


A person really had to plan ahead to avoid accidents at events like these, but introducing 
workplace safety standards to the Demon Realm and enforcing them was still a work in 
progress! 


The jewelry-maker was so grateful that her work was being considered that she burst into 
tears and tried to hug his thighs. Or something like that. The elderly demon woman didn't get 
very far beyond spreading her arms wide, preparing to show affection, before Lu Qiufang, his 
plant demon assistant, had the jewelry-maker dangling upside-down from one arm that had 
been transformed into an enormous sticky, toothy vine. 


"Don't touch the Lord Advisor!" Lu Qiufang scolded, shuffling forward despite being half- 
transformed into a monstrous plant. "No one touches the humans of the Saintly House, by 
order of the Demon Emperor himself! At all! On pain of death! Especially the Imperial 
Advisor!" 


Everyone else around him took a careful step backwards. 
"That's... not actually the rule," Shang Qinghua muttered, mostly to himself. 


He hadn't exactly discouraged that interpretation of Tianlang-Jun's protection when he'd still 
been seriously concerned about being literally eaten, and now... Well, the Demon Emperor's 
warnings were still helpful to avoid being accidentally stomped on, poisoned, or otherwise 
maimed. He didn't have any room to complain about being untouchable. 


"Ah, let her down, she didn't even manage to brush against my sleeve." 


Reluctantly, Lu Qiufang put the blubbering jewelry-maker down, instead of swallowing them 
whole or throwing them into a hole. Shang Qinghua had put a lot of work into insisting that 
his most dedicated personal assistant not follow Zhuzhi-Lang's enthusiastic example of 
permanently removing people who had offended his sensibilities. 


All of his other minions and any merchants made sure to give him a respectful berth after 
that, even occasionally holding things out at arm's length to show them to him, or putting 
them down first before letting him pick them up, just to make absolutely sure that he didn't 
come into contact with another person. Shang Qinghua wanted to feel respected about it. 


This was probably how those stupid rumors about humans literally being poisonous to the 
touch had started in the Imperial City, come to think of it. Though maybe that stupid rumor 
was again the fault of a bored Demon Emperor. 


But this personal space bubble gave him enough of a gap in the crowd to see danger coming, 
so never mind, it was actually a really good thing! Between the shoulders of a minor official 
and the leader of a local entertainer group, Shang Qinghua spotted a familiar mixed entourage 
coming down the busy street. People's heads were turning and whispers of, "It's the Demon 
Emperor! And the Northern King!" were running through the crowds. 


Shang Qinghua's heart skipped a beat and he said, "Oh, fuck me, really?!" 


It could have been a total coincidence that Tianlang-Jun had dedicated to take Mobei-Jun on 
a tour of the city, and that they'd ended up on the same street at the same time, but Tianlang- 
Jun just didn't deserve any benefit of the doubt like that. That kind of trust was a privilege to 
be earned back at this point! Besides, the Demon Emperor should have known that Shang 
Qinghua wasn't going to be this easy to catch. 


The long market street didn't offer many avenues of escape, so while everyone was 
distracted, Shang Qinghua ended up sliding away and crawling through the window of the 
nearest house. He flashed the seal of the Saintly House in front of him like a shield, which 
stopped the snarling demoness inside from lunging at him for being an intruder and tearing 
his throat out with her teeth. 


"Excuse me! Imperial Advisor to the Demon Emperor, inspecting the city in preparation for 
the celebrations happening soon, please don't kill me!" Shang Qinghua said, straightening up 
and brushing himself off. "Just looking for a shortcut! Here's some money for your trouble! 
Have you considered making some extra money by selling goods out your window there? It's 
at a nice height on a busy street. You could rent it to someone. Worth looking into, for sure. 
Do you have another door?" 


The confused demoness showed him out the other side of her house, he thanked her, and then 
he booked it down the parallel street, hastily casting an illusion spell and removing his fancy 
coat, ignoring the shouting of his panicked assistants in the distance. If any of them decided 
to beg Tianlang-Jun's forgiveness for losing sight of one of his humans, to fling themselves 
on the Demon Emperor's mercy while weeping pathetically, then it might stall him and 
Mobei-Jun on that street. That could buy Shang Qinghua a little more time to get away. 


Unfortunately, this was probably only going to encourage Tianlang-Jun. Yes, it was clear! 
Shang Qinghua would need to up his avoidance game like never before to survive the next 
few days of preparations, but it would probably be doable. Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan were 
also going to be busy with their own preparations and pre-party socialization as all the guests 
trickled in. 


They would most likely decide to ambush Shang Qinghua in the following days of 
celebration, at the banquet itself, potentially even if that meant dragging Shang Qinghua out 
of his rooms, no matter how sick he claimed to be. Shang Qinghua needed a really, really 
good hiding place this time. Just until Mobei-Jun had returned to the northern kingdoms 
again, as before. 


He needed a protector, someone with real influence, who would be willing to cut a deal for 
sanctuary and wouldn't be afraid to go up against the Demon Emperor and Empress if 
necessary. 


Chapter End Notes 


Shang Qinghua, unknowingly channeling Shen Yuan: "The gossip can't catch me if I just 
power-walk fast enough!!!" 


Life for Life 
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Shang Qinghua is aware that he's important here. He's just also aware that this world is 
dangerous and a lot of condescending and hateful demon lords are going to view him as 
Tianlang-Jun's (other) purse dog (the other one is Zhuzhi-Lang) no matter what he does, 
and also having a panic because he's putting off an awkward conversation. 


Warning for canon-typical violence and minor character death again. 
This chapter is around 9,300 words long. 
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See the end of the chapter for more notes 


At the end of a long blur of even longer days, Shang Qinghua woke up to find a demon 
prince standing over him. He did what most people would probably do in that situation: he let 
out a garbled yelp, flailed in an ineffectively defensive maneuver, and landed on the floor 
with an ungainly thump. 


When he opened his eyes again, the demon prince was still there, looking even more 
unimpressed with him than before. 


"Fuck," Shang Qinghua sighed. "Ah, no, wait! I mean: 'Oof!' Yeah, that's what I said." 


Because the demon prince looking down on him with a merciless expression was only a little 
more than half his height and only six years old. An adorable little boy with fluffy black hair 
and big, dark eyes and chubby, rosy cheeks, with a bright red demon mark in the middle of 
his forehead. He was dressed in cute little black, red, and gold robes befitting a most beloved 
son of an emperor. The look was complete with an elegant toy sword at his hip that frankly 
almost looked nicer than Shang Qinghua's actual spiritual sword from Wan Jian Peak. 
Unfair. 


"I already know that bad word," Binghe said imperiously, perhaps offended by the idea that 
he didn't. 


Shang Qinghua winced and sighed again. "I know, my prince, but you have to let me pretend 
that it's not my fault. What would your parents say if they heard me-?" 


"Baba says it too." 


"Ha ha, yeah, he does, doesn't he?" 
"And Gege." 
"Really? Huh." 


Binghe nodded with the certainty of a future emperor, a born protagonist, and also any 
ordinary, inconveniently clever six-year-old. "Mama says that I can say words like that too, if 
I want to say them, but only when it's appropriate," he announced, delivering the word of the 
greatest authority of all, and definitely scolding. "Waking up from a nap isn't a good reason. 
Granny wouldn't like it. You should get up before she hears you." 


"Mama and Granny are always right," Shang Qinghua agreed quickly. "Hey, where's your 
Granny right now? She's still pretending not to know that I'm here, right? Like a true friend! 
What time is it? The celebrations must be finally over by now-" 


"It's time to come to breakfast, Jiujiu," Binghe said, rolling his eyes. "So get off the floor." 
"Right! Right!" 


Shang Qinghua sighed one last time, settling a little more firmly against the floor in the hope 
that it would crack his poor spine back into shape, after a night spent hiding out in the Crown 
Prince's Apartments. These kinds of aches felt like they should have been solved by his 
cultivating to the point of him very nearly being a peak lord and everything. 


"Ah, never mind. I'm too old to get up. Leave me here." 


Binghe was trying to maintain his unimpressed expression, but a smile was clearly sneaking 
its way onto his face. "My parents are both older than you are," he said damningly. "So is 
Granny." 


"Age is a different experience for everyone," Shang Qinghua said wisely, with the weight of 
transmigration upon him. Approaching thirty for a second time was not a bad experience, 
really, but he wouldn't exactly recommend it either. It was weird. 


He was the Imperial Advisor to the Demon Emperor! At least one of the four birth parents 
he'd had across two lifetimes might have been honestly impressed by that achievement. Not 
that he gave any real shits about their opinions. The first real question that his first birth 
mother (the mother from his past life as Airplane) probably would have asked him, once 
she'd recovered from (by deciding to ignore) the whole transmigration and monstrous demons 
thing, would undoubtedly be a demand to know why he was still single. Unmarried by 
thirty?! Twice?! What was she going to tell her friends?! 


The little demon prince, blissfully unaware of transmigration and also of the freedom granted 
to him by the deactivation of the System by this former author, apparently decided that the 
only thing to do was draw his toy sword and smack Shang Qinghua in the stomach with it. It 
was more surprising than painful, but it hurt enough to inspire movement. 


"Ah! Hey! Hey, hey, hey! What happened to fair warning?! Make your threats and demands 
before you attack! I'm dealing with a real tyrant here! Help!" 


Shang Qinghua bopped Binghe in the stomach, tickling slightly, to distract him, and then 
dodged the next cruel blow. The little demon prince was giggling even before Shang Qinghua 
wiggled his fingers. He rolled to his feet, scooped the boy up, and sent Binghe flying back 
into the pillow fort they'd built together last night so that Shang Qinghua could keep hiding 
from an awkward conversation with the boy's parents. Binghe shrieked and shoved as Shang 
Qinghua hastily buried him in the collapsed structure. 


"Ha ha, my prince! You've fallen for my trap: appearing weak and pathetic so that I could 
attack and bury you in this tomb of your own making! I knew that you wouldn' be able to 
resist striking out at someone so pitiful! Everything is happening just as I predicted!" 


"Nooooo!" Binghe cried, muffled slightly before he crawled out from underneath some 
blankets. "You didn't plan this! You don't know what I'm going to do next!" 


"I do! If you know your enemy and know yourself, then you can never lose." Shang Qinghua 
nimbly hopped over a flailing toy sword slash, striking a villainous pose and pointing. 
"You're being betrayed and you can't stop me! I even know exactly what you're going to say 
next!" 


"No, you don't!" 

"Yes, that's it! I predicted you'd say that." 

"No, you didn't!" Binghe insisted, chasing him around the room now. 

"I predicted that you'd say that too! You can't say anything to surprise me!" 
The little demon prince growled at him, then shouted, "Fuck!" 


Shang Qinghua paused, while Binghe looked very smug. "Ah, you have surprised me! I 
really didn't expect you to say that. I predicted that you would instead say, ‘Please, pick me 
up and throw me into the pillows again, you villainous traitor!"" 


"No!" Binghe turned to run away from him, but Shang Qinghua scooped him up from behind, 
and the little demon prince kicked wildly, shrieking with laughter. "Nooooo!" 


"Ha ha ha! I have you now!" 


The door opened and Shang Qinghua froze as a middle-aged human woman with gray hair 
and a kindly face walked into the room, wearing a beautiful blue and gold dress befitting a 
member of the Saintly House. She looked over the mess of the large and now collapsed 
pillow fort with some concern, but all she said was, "Good morning, everyone, are you ready 
for breakfast?" 


"Yes!" Binghe suddenly wiggled so fiercely that Shang Qinghua had no choice but to put him 
down. The little demon prince immediately ran up to his adoptive grandmother, wrapping his 


arms around her thighs. "I'm ready! Jiujiu was still sleeping and I woke him up, but then he 
started playing a game, Granny." 


"I see," Luo Wenmin said, smiling. She kneeled to begin fixing Binghe's clothing. "It's so 
good of you to help keep your uncle from being distracted." 


"Mm!" Binghe said, sheathing his toy sword. 


Shang Qinghua made a funny face at the little tattletale, but Binghe wasn't even looking, so 
he sighed and tried his best to fix his clothing into something halfway presentable. 


With so much excitement around the Underground Palace, Binghe hadn't had as much time 
with his doting parents as he usually did, though the imperial family made a strong effort to 
eat at least one meal a day together no matter what. Shang Qinghua was a frequent guest, 
appearing more often than not, and his absence these past days had been noted by the little 
demon prince. But the sleepover had apparently made up for everything, so rather than hang 
off this author's arm for more wild stories, the little demon prince was distracted by telling 
Luo Wenmin about something funny that his tutor had said yesterday. 


Shang Qinghua could still feel the warmth of holding Binghe, or maybe the absence of it 
now, while watching the boy take Luo Wenmin's hand. His "protagonist son" was first and 
foremost actually Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan's son. Then Luo Wenmin's child, definitely, if 
anyone else's. Shang Qinghua didn't rank quite so highly on anyone's list compared to such 
illustrious figures. 


"Qinghua, it's been requested that you join us, if you are able," Luo Wenmin said hesitantly, 
thankfully sounding more bemused than anything else. She was still often taken aback by 
most demonic antics. "The Empress asked me to... tell you... that it is a meal exclusively for 
family, as always, and so it is safe for you to... crawl out of your hiding spot, wherever that 
may be." 


"Ah. How can I refuse such a... gracious request? ...Can I? Can I refuse?" 
"I think it would be best if you didn't," Luo Wenmin said politely. 
Fuck. He'd been caught. 


Shang Qinghua reluctantly decided that accepting this offer of negotiation was probably 
better than waiting for an open declaration of war. He needed to get a feel for the battlefield! 
He needed to know if he had won a temporary victory or would need to flee the country 
completely. 


He'd known that they would figure out that he was hiding behind Binghe within the safety of 
the Inner Palace sooner or later, honestly, after a few days at most. He'd simply been relying 
on them not to forcibly break down the doors, out of respect for Binghe's personal space. 


Captain Qiang of the Heavenly Guard was waiting for them in the hallway outside of the 
crown prince's apartments, and the one-eyed demon warrior gave Shang Qinghua a 
suspicious look. Shang Qinghua grimaced back at him. Tianlang-Jun was more likely to send 


Zhuzhi-Lang than Captain Qiang to drag him anywhere, so things couldn't be that bad, right? 
Captain Qiang immediately cleaned up his expression as soon as Luo Wenmin appeared with 
Binghe in tow, becoming the perfect courteous escort, surely ready to offer an arm or smash 
skulls if Luo Wenmin made the slightest gesture requesting his support. 


Shang Qinghua followed Binghe and Luo Wenmin through the Inner Palace to the private 
dining room of the imperial family, which was connected to the Demon Emperor's own 
apartments. Captain Qiang left them at the door with a gracious bow. Everyone else was 
already there. 


He felt like a mouse walking into a tiger's mouth for a conversation. 


"Is that yesterday's clothing that I spy?" Tianlang-Jun called, before he tsked disapprovingly. 
"How shameful and scandalous of you, Lord Advisor!" 


Strong words for a Demon Emperor who was himself only half-dressed, wearing a plain and 
loose robe that bared most of his chest. Su Xiyan, who yawned behind her hand, was wearing 
the fancy equivalent of a bathrobe over her sleeping clothes. Zhuzhi-Lang was apparently 
dressed in fresh clothing, in his human form today, but the snake demon was rubbing at his 
temple with one hand and looked hungover. There were no servants hanging around the fully 
set table to intrude on the family's privacy. 


"We did not see our Lord Advisor at the final banquet yesterday," Su Xiyan reminded her 
husband, not looking up from her breakfast. "Nor at any of the celebrations in any of the days 
before." 


"True, true," Tianlang-Jun said. "How can I be sure it's yesterday's clothing when my 
Imperial Advisor did not attend? And I had such a good seat picked out for you." 


One of Shang Qinghua's assistants, acting as though they were risking their life to bring him 
such precious information, had confessed to him that the Demon Emperor wanted to secretly 
seat him next to Mobei-Jun throughout all events. Tianlang-Jun had been bullying the 
stewards into the subterfuge. 


It hadn't worked, of course! In matters not pertaining to life or death, Shang Qinghua's people 
bowed before the man who was more likely to remember their names! Tianlang-Jun's 
interference had only strengthened Shang Qinghua's conviction to beg a six-year-old for 
shelter. He'd pretended to be oblivious to the trap as he'd gone back to his important work: 
like criticizing the presentation of platters of demonic food that was highly poisonous to him 
even if it wasn't half-rotten and so on. 


Binghe went up to greet his mother, wishing her good morning and practically nuzzling noses 
with the Demon Empress. Zhuzhi-Lang scooted over to make more room for Luo Wenmin, 
moving some dishes down the table for her convenience, and she gave him a grateful smile. 


"Oh, really? A special seat just for me? And I missed it? What a shame! But, aha, you know 
how it is!" Shang Qinghua said vaguely, taking his own seat at the breakfast table. "There's 
always something coming up. You know how it is, you know?" 


"Oh, we do," Tianlang-Jun agreed with a viciously cheerful grin. That tone of voice could 
mean nothing good for anyone on the receiving end of it. 


Shang Qinghua swallowed nervously, but the Demon Emperor was thankfully distracted by 
his son. Binghe clambered into his father's lap like he was entitled to the space and began 
helping himself to a bowl of some demonic fruit, nearest to the Demon Emperor, which 
Tianlang-Jun immediately plucked out of Binghe's little hands and began to peel for him. 


Binghe huffed. "I can do it!" 


"With those little claws?" Tianlang-Jun scoffed, lifting the fruit out of his son's reach. "No 
need to make a mess when your father can do it for you." 


Binghe looked like he was prepared to make a mess by gnawing his father's arm off instead. 
Literally! He bit Tianlang-Jun's wrist, snapping out like a cute little viper, and appeared to 
draw a little blood! The Demon Emperor didn't even flinch. 


"Binghe," Su Xiyan said chidingly. 


The little demon prince begrudgingly released his father. He grabbed another fruit and started 
peeling it himself, his lip quivering in a fierce pout, and he even growled when his father 
tried to offer him a fruit slice. Such independence! Binghe's peeling was making the 
predictable mess all over Tianlang-Jun's robes, but the Demon Emperor sighed and didn't 
stop him, putting the slices to one side for now. 


"Good morning, Mother," the Demon Emperor said politely to Luo Wenmin. 
"Good morning." 


There were some things that it was difficult to go through without some barriers of power and 
position breaking down, and Su Xiyan's health problems in the aftermath of her escape from 
Huan Hua Palace and Binghe's birth had been one of them. Luo Wenmin hadn't been the one 
to literally catch the bloody baby - that had been Shang Qinghua, for his authorial and 
transmigrator sins - but she'd been hastily hired shortly afterwards. They had been in 
desperate need of trustworthy childcare! Someone who knew anything about babies! 
Someone disinclined to murder! So, Shang Qinghua had found the woman who would have 
been the protagonist's adoptive mother, had the plot not been thrown out the window. Some 
overly judgmental people might have referred to that messy interview process and stressful 
probationary period as kidnapping, or as good as kidnapping, but it had clearly worked out 
well, and now the imperial family had a much beloved grandmotherly figure for the little 
demon prince. 


After a little food and pleasant family conversation, Shang Qinghua had to admit to himself 
that he might have... overreacted. He'd spent the last week busy on his feet, nibbling here and 
there like a rat scared of being caught by the cat, and it had slipped his mind that the wonders 
that a good, sit-down meal could accomplish were not to be overstated. He was calm! He was 
confident! So, when Su Xiyan finally turned to him for an overdue explanation, he didn't 
make a run for it. 


His mistake, probably. 


She started the conversation by saying pleasantly, "Qinghua, has Mobei-Jun done something 
to offend you? It was clear that you did not want to disrupt the celebrations, but your 
apparent dislike of him concerned us greatly: is there cause for violent retribution on our 
part?" 


Shang Qinghua choked on his food and broke down coughing. "What? No! No, no, no! 
There's no good reason to start something with him or anything!" 


"Oh, good," Su Xiyan said evenly. "How reassuring that we will not have to find ourselves a 
new Northern King all over again." 


"You know, I'd never realized before that our favorite general had never actually spoken to 
my favorite advisor in person," Tianlang-Jun added conversationally. "Things were awkward 
with the Northern Desert Clan at first, of course, but how intriguing that such a meeting 
between such important figures had never happened over the years! And then Mobei said that 
it was possible that you had actually met before you came to the Demon Realm." 


"...Oh?" Shang Qinghua said, strangled. "Ha ha, I guess that anything is possible!" 
"Indeed," Su Xiyan agreed. 


So much for Shang Qinghua's attempt to pretend they hadn't met before! Should he have sent 
a note to Mobei-Jun laying out a cover story for them? "Burn after reading: WE NEVER 
MET!" Hadn't that been obvious? Really obvious?! Why couldn't Mobei-Jun have gone with 
his great improvisation?! 


"Mobei wasn't certain, however," Tianlang-Jun added, which definitely meant that the 
Demon Emperor had bullied that much out of his favorite general. "He seemed reluctant to 
speak of it. Perhaps my advisor could shed a little light onto the situation?" 


Pathetically, it only took about ten seconds for Shang Qinghua to break, the heat of 
embarrassment already creeping up his face, even though he'd thought that he'd put shame 
behind him a lifetime ago. "Ah, now that I'm thinking about it, I... may have met him... 
many years ago now, when I was still a disciple of An Ding Peak. I've never met him as the 
Imperial Advisor, and he wasn't the Northern King back then, of course." 


"Oh, really?" Tianlang-Jun said, grinning sharply. 
"What a coincidence," Su Xiyan agreed. 


"It's not a big deal, really! There was just never any reason to bring it up before, ha ha, I'm 
surprised that he remembers me at all. I was still an outer disciple back then, traveling with 
some others of junior rank, bringing a cartload of books back for Qing Jing Peak." 


Tianlang-Jun leaned in. "How old were you?" 


"Seventeen, I think. We passed a little too close to Huan Hua Palace territory and ran into an 
injured ice demon. Not a meeting either of us wanted to happen!" 


"I imagine not," Su Xiyan agreed. 


"And not a relationship that either of us wanted to prolong, being enemies and me being... 
way too squishable to risk an actual fight with a future demon lord, so we both got out of 
there as soon as possible, and that was the end of things! That's all." 


"...That must have been stressful," Luo Wenmin offered kindly. She was the only oasis of 
compassion and reason at this breakfast table of torment. 


"Ah, thank you. It was a little scary at the time, it's true, but it's kind of funny now," Shang 
Qinghua insisted. "I don't know what to say to him! If anything! It was all so long ago now 
that it's not really relevant, it's just awkward, and I didn't want to talk about my old sect in the 
middle of a banquet or anything." 


"Of course," Su Xiyan said sympathetically, but there was a faintly amused twist to her lips. 
"We appreciate your discretion." 


She was definitely making fun of him. The Demon Emperor had the worst sense of humor of 
anyone at this table, probably, but Su Xiyan had married him. She /iked Tianlang-Jun's jokes. 


But Shang Qinghua felt a little more confident about any inevitable confrontation now, with 
this final confirmation yet again that the imperial family was definitely 100% on his side, as 
close friends ought to be, and that their violently enforced protection extended even to the 
likes of Mobei-Jun. That right-hand man had put up with all sorts of bullshit from the 
protagonist and his accompanying harem in Proud Immortal Demon Way, so surely he could 
keep looking the other way regarding the Demon Emperor's human advisor, no matter what 
his feelings might be? Mobei-Jun wasn't stupid. And Shang Qinghua didn't intend to test the 
ice demon's temper very often if he could help it. 


He was the more valuable one now! Ha! He'd known it before, of course, but it was always 
nice to hear it again. It allowed him to look various condescending demon lords in the eye 
with a little more smugness. "You CAN totally kill me, true," he would think, "but you will die 
so, SO painfully for it!" 


"Ha ha! I was just surprised to see him!" he laughed. "And worrying too much about the 
celebrations to deal with the awkward conversatio. How did that last night go, by the way? 
I've been hearing things from my assistants and loyal minions, but it's not the same as seeing 
the merry-making and bloodshed. Did anyone get into any interesting fights?" 


Luo Wenmin made a slightly disapproving noise, while Binghe perked up with interest. 
Tianlang-Jun looked like he wasn't finished making sly comments, but he allowed the shift in 
conversational topics. It didn't get too bloody or too raunchy, out of respect for Binghe's 
presence and his adoptive grandmother's sensibilities, so Shang Qinghua would need to check 
in with his people to get the full report on property damage and scandal: who had hooked up 
with whose spouse, waking up stragglers who had fallen asleep in strange places, possibly 
identifying a body or two out in the city, the usual. 


Everyone else at the table shared their own plans for the rest of the day. Su Xiyan and Luo 
Wenmin were going to have a spa day together or something. Tianlang-Jun intended on going 


out on a father-son outing with his boys, which wasn't a surprise to anyone. He'd been eagerly 
planning these activities for some time, trying to get Binghe involved and excited to spend 
time with him, to combat the boy's clear preference for his adoptive grandmother and his 
mother. 


"It's going to be just the three of us," Tianlang-Jun declared, bouncing the little demon prince 
slightly on his knee. "Off on adventures! I used to hike the Saintly Crown all the time when I 
was a boy, so it's about time that I showed you and your big brother all the best spots." 


"I'm bringing my sword this time," Binghe told his mothers proudly. "I can still hit things 
with it, even if it's not sharp, and I can do some real practice." 


"Very practical," Su Xiyan said approvingly. "Try to spare your father's shins this time." 


"Are you feeling well?" Luo Wenmin said, concerned, to Zhuzhi-Lang. Tianlang-Jun also 
turned towards his pale nephew with a faint frown. 


"I'm fine, my lord," Zhuzhi-Lang insisted. 
Tianlang-Jun rolled his eyes and chided, "Zhuzhi! ‘My lord'?! Really? Still?" 


"It's respectful," Zhuzhi-Lang insisted tiredly, repeating his part in the old and oft-repeated 
argument. The snake demon really did look "greener around the gills" than usual (Shang 
Qinghua was pretty sure that Zhuzhi-Lang didn't actually have gills anywhere), but he was as 
stubborn as his uncle. "It's unnecessarily confusing the young prince as to my place within 
the family." 


Tianlang-Jun sighed dramatically. On his lap, Binghe was squinting at his cousin, having had 
Zhuzhi-Lang's bad opinions about these things explained to him many times by his parents. 
Zhuzhi-Lang met the little prince's eyes evenly, with some measure of hope. 


"My prince," Zhuzhi-Lang greeted. 


Binghe's eyes narrowed further, making him look very much like his mother, and he said, 
"Gege." 


Tianlang-Jun immediately pulled the bowl of fruit he'd peeled earlier into reach of his son, 
who eagerly fell upon the treat as his reward. It was then Zhuzhi-Lang's turn to sigh 
dramatically. It was difficult to say that either side had ever won this argument about respect, 
or ever would win this argument, but Zhuzhi-Lang was certainly losing pretty regularly these 
days. 


Su Xiyan chuckled and Luo Wenmin smiled, while Shang Qinghua said to the snake demon, 
"You know, I don't think I've ever seen you in this state. Was there actually a wine at the 
celebrations that caught your interest? Should I make a note to buy more of it?" 


"No," Zhuzhi-Lang answered, rubbing his temple again. "It was not good." 


"Ah, then what wine should I keep from ever being served again?" 


Zhuzhi-Lang shrugged. "I don't know. Ask the servants." 


"Some peculiar concoction of your own, perhaps?" Su Xiyan suggested wryly to Shang 
Qinghua. "Zhuzhi took your own place beside Mobei at the banquet to prevent the 
appearance of an empty seat." 


"Ha ha, thank you." 


He made a mental note to look into it, though he didn't remember saying anything unusual 
about his drink preferences to anyone recently, and he wasn't in the habit of drinking anything 
that could fuck someone like Zhuzhi-Lang up too badly. Between his late heavenly demon 
mother and the late White Snake as his father, Zhuzhi-Lang was possibly the most poison- 
resistant and venom-resistant creature in the entire Underground Palace, including the Demon 
Emperor. Maybe Zhuzhi-Lang had simply overindulged? 


More importantly: "Is... ah... is Mobei-Jun still around?" 


Tianlang-Jun chuckled. "That demon comes and goes more quickly than any howling wind, 
doesn't he? Inconvenient for his enemies and also for allies trying to keep him around to 
socialize with us for a little longer! Hm, perhaps we should look into marrying our best 
general off soon to really get him to settle down... What do you think, Xiyan?" 


"It's something to consider," Su Xiyan agreed vaguely. It was impossible to tell whether she 
was just trying to keep her husband from digging his heels in one way or the other on another 
silly scheme, or if she was already formulating her own plans. 


Shang Qinghua felt like if he was asked to matchmake Mobei-Jun - and he was the person 
that the imperial couple usually asked to make any kind of list for anything - then he would 
lose his fucking mind. Even asking one of his assistants to do it seemed like too much for 
him. There were reasonable deviations from the original story and then there was whatever 
the fuck was happening here! Mobei-Jun had never gotten married in Proud Immortal Demon 
Way. He was an ice-cold badass who didn't need anyone! 


"I'm a happily married man," Tianlang-Jun said to his wife, with teasing defensiveness. "I'm 
blissfully wed! Who can blame me for wanting all the world to share the feeling? To 
understand even a little of my joy and contentment? I really wouldn't mind planning a 
wedding either..." 


"I am sure that blaming you will be accomplished somehow," Su Xiyan replied. Yet she 
looked overwhelmingly fond and leaned in to pressed a kiss to her husband's cheek, much to 
his delight. 


By the standards of the Human Realm, it really was quite shameless, and by the standards of 
the Demon Realm, it was painfully soft. She pulled back, but Tianlang-Jun chased her for 
another kiss, then another, until Binghe got bored of the odd leaning position and 
uncomfortable enough to move. The little prince crawled into Luo Wenmin's lap instead, 
where the middle-aged human woman was blushing pink and averting her eyes. 


Zhuzhi-Lang barely seemed to notice this canoodling, too used to it, and also occupied trying 
to work up the strength to eat his food and hold it down. Giving up, the snake demon crossed 
his arms and dropped his forehead to the table. 


Shang Qinghua also looked away, if only to avoid any joking threesome invitations again, 
and finished his drink. It tasted only a little like vinegar. Well, maybe a lot like vinegar, but 
he was used to the flavor, so he told himself it wasn't that bad. Maybe he liked vinegar, 
actually, and he was choosing to drink it. 


Somehow, no matter his lot in life, Shang Qinghua always ended up carrying an inconvenient 
arrangement of scrolls and books down some stupidly long path. 


It was even harder when he was all dressed up and trying not to trip over his own feet, 
wearing the shimmering blue and shining gold befitting the important person he was these 
days, and also wearing the matching hair ornaments that made him desperately want to 
fiercely scratch his poor head even if he potentially had to do it with his own foot like a dog. 


He'd made the mistake of agreeing to handle a meeting with the ever-fashionable, easily 
offended Azure Fire Clan, so that Tianlang-Jun could run off with his boys for the day, and so 
Su Xiyan could relax a little with Luo Wenmin. It hadn't been a bad meeting by any means, 
just a little dull, but then he'd needed to run out on a private errand afterwards and he hadn't 
stopped to change his fancy clothes first, simply throwing a demonic disguise and a spell 
overtop of his outfit. 


"Why is it so hard to find good help these days?" Shang Qinghua muttered, shifting his grip 
on his burden. "It's like I never left An Ding- oh, shit, where's my sword? Fuck, did I leave it 
in my chambers again? Did I leave it at the shop? Ah, no, wait, here it is. That was close." 


The private errand to pick up a monthly order couldn't possibly have been trusted to anyone 
else. Honestly, after a long morning tidying up after the victory banquet, it had been a 
welcome break of sorts to skip out, visit the specialty bookseller in the Imperial City's Lower 
Market, and do a little browsing. There were still some afterparties going on in the city, but 
with the cloak that was now being used as a wrapper for his goods, no one had paid him too 
much attention. 


"The Emperor should be back from his little day trip soon, maybe? They're supposed to be 
back for the evening meal, I know that much..." 


Back in the Underground Palace again, he was taking the path through the Interior Water 
Gardens on his way to the Inner Palace, hoping to avoid his overzealous assistants and 
minions at the Underground Ministry a little longer. Shang Qinghua shivered, but he also 
found the coolness of this place refreshing. 


The Interior Water Gardens were an extravagant great hall and series of rooms full of 
fountains, some best described as grottoes, with statues frolicking in gently cascading pools 
of various sizes. The color scheme here favored blue and gray to match them. The water 
pools were full of lilypad-like plants, the most prevalent colloquially known as "blood- 
stained lilies", as well as some very handsome demonic carp in a variety of colors, which the 


gardeners were always complaining about looking after because some palace guests 
apparently occasionally felt peckish and helped themselves. The gardens were also lit from 
above by magical lanterns meant to mimic sunlight, but they were much smaller and lighter 
than the Red Atrium ones, and their look was dimmer, gentler, more dappled. 


Once upon a time, some of these water pools had reportedly been filled with blood for 
specially wicked demonic cultivation purposes! But no Demon Emperor had been interested 
in pursuing such an expensive hobby for several generations now; Shang Qinghua had found 
some records and recipes in the Underground Ministry suggesting that red dye had been in 
use at some point to maintain appropriately creepy appearances, before later renovations. 


It was cooler in these gardens than many demons liked, but the soothing rumble of moving 
water attracted those searching for some peace, some privacy, or a feeling of intimacy. 
Someone had been caught having an affair in here for three years running! The hall was 
mostly empty now, the few remaining servants clearly preparing to officially open it again 
after cleaning it from top to bottom. The more central Red Atrium, personally favored by the 
Demon Emperor, was the more popular gathering place. 


One of the servants had opened their mouth to deny him entrance as he'd walked in, but had 
quickly closed it again and scuttled off. The Imperial Advisor was too important to be 
stopped! Or, ha ha, they were just that reasonably afraid of the Demon Emperor and Empress. 
Trying to sort through his goods as he walked, out of the corner of his eye, Shang Qinghua 
noticed these cleaning servants giving a respectful berth to another figure in the hall, tall and 
dark and just hanging around, and... 


He found himself standing about a dozen steps from Mobei-Jun. 
"Ahhh...?" he said helplessly. 


Mobei-Jun was already looking at him, frowning, and Shang Qinghua's scripted death was 
really too unfairly good-looking. The ice demon's hair was up in a ponytail and he'd left 
behind the classic furred cloaks and coats of the north, in favor of a more tightly tailored, 
dark blue outfit that almost looked fit for a sparring match, if not for the heavy silvery 
jewelry and partially bared chest. There were... dangling earrings... happening... 


Oh, no, Shang Qinghua's mouth had gone dry and his face was heating up, and flinging 
himself into the nearest waterfall pool suddenly sounded like a great idea. If not for the 
whole... ice demon thing... for whom water would make it even easier to kill him, if Mobei- 
Jun's hatred of humans and offended pride suddenly overrode all common sense and survival 
instincts. 


Mobei-Jun gave him an unflattering once-over that helped to cool his jets slightly. Yeah, that 
was in no way an appreciative or respectful look. Ouch. He should have been used to that shit 
by now, but something about this puncturing gaze still deflated him. Ouch. 


"...Lord Advisor," Mobei-Jun said, as though he didn't like the taste of the title. Not one bit. 


"Aha, yes? That's... that's me." 


Mobei-Jun's frown deepened and he took a swift few steps forward. It was very sudden! 
Shang Qinghua let out a strangled shriek and immediately took several hops backwards, 
carelessly dropping half of the precious scrolls and books that he was carrying. 


"Hey, you're not allowed to kill me! Please don't-!" 


Just behind Mobei-Jun, Shang Qinghua caught a strange flash of sudden movement, a fast- 
moving figure reflected by the pool. Then Mobei-Jun lunged at him in a terrifying rush of 
cold wind, swallowing shadow, and overwhelming demonic energy. Shang Qinghua 
screamed uselessly again, before the air was punched out of him as he was swept off his feet. 


He was going to die! 
He... didn't die. 


He was tilted almost like in a dance, a frozen one, pressed against another body, with cool 
skin and soft hair beneath his hands, and silk and fine metal digging into his cheek. There 
was a thick arm wrapped around him, a hand on his hip, keeping him off the floor. His mind 
remained blank for several seconds, his thoughts apparently having evaporated upon contact, 
because when was the last time someone had touched him like this? 


Never? 
It wasn't comfortable and yet he never wanted to let go. 


Mobei-Jun grunted and pulled back out of his lunge position, standing tall, and his arm 
loosened enough for Shang Qinghua to slide down Mobei-Jun's body until his toes touched 
the floor again. 


Shang Qinghua made a humiliating wheezing sound in realization. One of his hands was 
inside Mobei-Jun's shirt, pressed against the other man's bare chest. And even Mobei-Jun's 
smell was attractive. 


There was another wheezing exhale, a crackling sound, a wet gurgle, and the clatter of metal 
against the tile floor. Shang Qinghua turned his head and saw another demon, a half-frozen 
(literally) woman with an unfamiliar face. The demoness had been impaled through her 
stomach, one thigh, and her shoulder on an enormous, multi-pronged spike of dark ice that 
appeared only halfway formed into a sword. She was dressed like the unobtrusive servant of 
the average noble guest. 


There was a knife on the floor, long and thin and frighteningly sharp. An assassin's blade. 


Shang Qinghua looked questioningly up at Mobei-Jun, whose teeth were bared as he glared 
at the dying assassin. Shang Qinghua saw another flicker of movement and turned his head 
sharply. Unable to get his words in timely order, which was never a good position for an 
author to be in, he grabbed Mobei-Jun's shirt and twisted in breathless, fearful warning. 


Mobei-Jun turned them around, keeping Shang Qinghua close to him, holding him against his 
body, to face two more assassins running towards them, apparently giving up on secrecy. One 


was dressed as a courtier and another as a servant of the Underground Palace itself. They 
prowled around Mobei-Jun and Shang Qinghua like wolves, with bright eyes and silent 
snarls, both of them holding a pair of those long knives, one in each hand, searching for an 
opening in the ice demon's guard. 


They didn't find it. The room grew colder and Mobei-Jun gathered more demonic energy 
around his free hand, such that Shang Qinghua's breath came out as white fog. The assassins 
tried to come at them from two opposite directions, but as soon as one of them committed, 
Mobei-Jun ripped the water out of the cascading pools behind them and stepped backwards 
into the safety of the enormous wave. 


Shang Qinghua saw struggling fish and twisting lily pads flowing through the air past them, a 
river swirling miraculously around them, before the wall of roaring water smashed into the 
charging assassins and swallowed them whole. 


And then Mobei-Jun clenched his fist and everything froze. 
The fresh ice crashed against the floor. 


The dripping of the water and crackling settle of the ice was ringing in Shang Qinghua's ears 
as he gawked at the assassins, frozen in place, among the fish and the flowers. They all 
seemed to still be alive in there... for now. Probably not for much longer. 


He tried to get his brain to think about something, anything, besides how expensive replacing 
the plants and animals of the Interior Water Garden would be. They could totally afford it, 
sure, they even had a private fish farm these days, an imperial aquarium, to help supply their 
kitchens and gardens, but still! Still! It was going to be annoying to replace! 


"Holy shit, my books!" Shang Qinghua realized next. "The paintings!" 


Half of them seemed to have been accidentally caught in the ice and were possibly ruined. He 
let go of Mobei-Jun and fell to his knees, collecting what he could with shaking hands, 
because that was all he could manage through the buzzing panic. 


He then looked around the hall for more enemies, then up at Mobei-Jun again, and 
immediately dropped everything he was holding for a second time. "Ah!" 


There was a knife sticking out of Mobei-Jun's upper back. Shang Qinghua had only seen one 
knife from the first assassin, so this must have been the other one, and it was planted close to 
the shoulder that Mobei-Jun had put between Shang Qinghua and the first assassin, which 
probably meant... the knife hadn't been meant for the Northern King. Mobei-Jun was 
apparently testing how he might be able to reach it with his other hand, not quite able to do 
so. 


"Fuck!" Shang Qinghua jumped to his feet again and rushed forward, tugging Mobei-Jun by 
the sleeve to get a better look at the injury. "Why isn't it bleeding? Oh, that's cold! You... 
froze it over? That's... probably good in case of poison!" 


The knife was encased in an uneven layer of hastily formed ice, but it had still been partially 
embedded in his shoulder. Mobei-Jun reinforced the ice with a wave of his other hand, 
definitely unable to reach the knife by himself, but keeping poison at bay and not even 
bleeding. Cool guys could just walk off being stabbed, apparently! Shang Qinghua felt a rush 
of envy in him over such an unfeeling appearance. 


Mobei-Jun was staring at him in a "why is this person daring to touch me" kind of way, 
which was also giving Shang Qinghua a powerful sense of déja-vu. Mobei-Jun wasn't 
enforcing his distaste for humans with sneering violence this time, though. 


Shang Qinghua almost backed off, ready to beg the man's forgiveness, but... knife! There 
was a knife still in Mobei-Jun's back! And... 


"Oh, shit, what if there are more of them?! This way! This way!" 


Fighting off assassins might not have been Shang Qinghua's specialty, or even fighting off the 
terrifying Two-Headed Turkey-Geese that were apparently common livestock in the Demon 
Realm (Zhuzhi-Lang had rescued him from that beast... eventually), but cleaning up after a 
mess was his kind of battlefield, so he took charge of the situation from there. Or so he told 
himself, at least, to soften the blow of how little he had contributed to saving his ass. 


His life had been saved, but his pride had not been spared! Oof. 


He flagged down the most trustworthy servants and guards to send messengers to all 
members of the imperial family, to put the Underground Palace on alert, and to close off the 
crime scene. He didn't let any of them get too close to him, though. 


"Back off!" he barked, and the ones still hovering all skittered backwards. The sharp 
assassin's knife he had pulled out of Mobei-Jun's back probably helped him seem more 
intimidating than usual. "Fetch one of the imperial healers if you want to be useful! My king, 
this way, I have some healing supplies of my own in the Inner Palace if you don't want to see 
one of our healers. Should I send for someone from the Cold Palace? No need? Ah, very 
tough." 


Shang Qinghua let his panic drag Mobei-Jun all the way to the Inner Palace, behind the 
safety of their most loyal servants and the Heavenly Guard, plus a bunch of Stone Generals, 
plus Su Xiyan's impressive and dangerous sealing work. And he somehow managed to do 
this without making too much direct eye contact with Mobei-Jun, who spent most of the short 
journey staring at him intensely. His gaze was burning into the side of Shang Qinghua's head. 


But if Mobei-Jun had been the one who wanted him dead and intended on seeing it happen, 
he could have just let Shang Qinghua die there! Inaction which... would have seriously 
risked Tianlang-Jun's wrath. Hmmm. Shang Qinghua doubted that this was all some sort of 
long game plot to get rid of a human advisor on the ice demon's part. Proud Immortal Demon 
Way proved that Mobei-Jun was more than capable of scheming, but as Shang Qinghua had 
told himself before, if this right-hand man had put up with Demon Emperor Luo Binghe and 
the troubles of his many, many wives, then living under Tianlang-Jun's rule couldn't be 
considered any worse. Right? Right! 


...Probably. 


Fuck. His hands wouldn't stop trembling. It wasn't the first time that his life had been in 
danger in the Demon Realm, for being a human sitting so close to a demonic throne, but that 
had been close. That had been suicidally determined. 


An imperial healer arrived to confirm that there was poison on the knife, but not one that 
would be able to fell Mobei-Jun. This wasn't a poison designed to target a spiritual or 
demonic cultivation particularly, not the sort of concoction that would kill a demon but not a 
human, or vice versa, but rather an all-purpose sort of poison that... would have killed most 
humans and most weak demons, and weakened strong cultivators of both realms. It had 
definitely been intended for Shang Qinghua. 


Mobei-Jun did not possess the same blood magic as Tianlang-Jun, but he had some distant 
heavenly demons among his ancestors and his own bloodline beyond that, and his powerful 
cultivation was likely to burn off any traces of poison, if any had gotten through the ice, 
during his self-healing process. 


"Oh, thank god!" Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky nearly cried, grateful that he had made 
his favorite character and ideal man so shamelessly overpowered. The healer and Mobei-Jun 
both gave him bemused looks, but he had already wrapped himself up in the flighty human 
image and so chased the healer off when they tried to take another step towards an obviously 
unreceptive Mobei-Jun. "You just proved that you're not necessary here anymore, so go 
away! Did the Northern King ask you to inspect his wounds? Hmmmmm?! I'll take care of 
things from here, so back it up now! Go, go, go! Thank you!" 


Shang Qinghua only really stopped moving when he realized that he was standing in front of 
Mobei-Jun, quite closely, holding medical salves like he intended to strip off Mobei-Jun's silk 
shirt and apply them himself. Mobei-Jun raised an eyebrow at him. Shang Qinghua cleared 
his throat and put them to one side for the ice demon's convenience instead. 


Through all the headless chicken behavior within the Inner Palace, the Demon Emperor 
arrived, with his son on his hip and Zhuzhi-Lang stalking in behind him. If Zhuzhi-Lang had 
a job that wasn't just following his uncle around as an all-purpose servant, then it was in the 
security of the Underground Palace, so the present Heavenly Guards all quailed as the snake 
demon approached with a deep scowl on his face. With a sharp flick of Tianlang-Jun's free 
hand, any other lingering servants fled immediately. 


"Jiujiu! Are you hurt?!" Binghe called, looking very sweetly concerned. "Did you really get 
attacked?!" 


"My prince! My lord!" Shang Qinghua greeted. "I did! Not a scratch on me, though, I swear." 


"My trusty advisor," Tianlang-Jun returned, with a sharp grin. "I see you have finally met our 
favorite general in person! And only a few other people died because of it! That could have 
gone worse, don't you think? That's not too bad." 


Shang Qinghua laughed, but it sounded hysterical even to his own ears. Binghe perked up 
with interest and even looked around, as though he might be able to see something gruesome 


lying around, while Luo Wenmin wasn't here to put her hands over his face to stop him from 
looking. Shang Qinghua patted the boy's head affectionately, mostly managing to stifle his 
trembling. 


Tianlang-Jun transferred his son over to Zhuzhi-Lang, who obediently led the little demon 
prince off by the hand to take care of "important business" together. 


"I would not have liked to have to find a new advisor," Tianlang-Jun said after they were far 
enough away. "Assassins in the Underground Palace! It's hardly uncommon, one might even 
call it flattering at times, but it's still insulting at the same time. How fortunate that you were 
there to save the day, Mobei, and make short work of those daring to strike out so blatantly." 


Mobei-Jun nodded, but did not look pleased. "It was an unsubtle attempt." 


The connections that snapped together in Shang Qinghua's brain were almost too fast to 
follow, leaving him dizzy with realization. "Oh, shit, someone has been trying to assassinate 
me for the past week!" 


A few of the most blatant accidents came to mind: the falling magical lantern, the explosion 
in the market square, and presumably more poisoning attempts than the one that had gotten 
Zhuzhi-Lang at the celebratory banquet. But there had probably been even more of them 
while Shang Qinghua had been busy darting from place to place, avoiding being caught 
anywhere on any kind of predictable schedule, distracted by important matters of decor such 
as criticizing one flower arrangement for being too human and another flower arrangement 
for being too demonic. 


It had definitely helped that Yachi and Lu Qiufang, and his other minions, were such 
enthusiastic guards of his personal space, on top of the actual Heavenly Guard and 
Underground Palace Guard. 


Tianlang-Jun and Mobei-Jun stared at him, before the Demon Emperor finally said jokingly, 
"Well, they must not have been very good assassins." He stroked his chin. "I thought 
something was odd, but I attributed it to... other things..." 


"I could have died so many times!" Shang Qinghua exclaimed in horror and started pacing 
frantically. "Holy shit!" Pacing wasn't helping his dizziness at all, so he had to sit down on 
the nearest receiving room bench. "How did they know I was going to the bookseller today 
and coming back that way? Were they just following me around all day today?! If they'd 
ambushed me at any other-" 


"Ah, I think that may be my fault." Tianlang-Jun looked uncharacteristically uncomfortable, 
exchanging a look with Mobei-Jun. "I suspect that they may have heard me inform Mobei 
that I had asked you to pick something up for me today and that you enjoyed the path through 
the Interior Water Gardens." 


The betrayal of it all was too much to bear. This was another plot that Shang Qinghua should 
have seen coming, but he'd genuinely thought that Mobei-Jun had left after the celebrations, 
giving him just a little more time before such schemes. A rookie mistake! Tianlang-Jun had 
led him to believe this. 


"What happened to my books, by the way?" the Demon Emperor demanded. "The paintings? 
Do you have them? You didn't leave them anywhere, did you?" 


"Oh, god." Shang Qinghua closed his eyes and said, distraught, "I nearly died for shitty 
pornography. Again." He had no choice but to bury his head in his hands. He was too upset to 
even weep. 


After a few seconds, Tianlang-Jun must have turned for Mobei-Jun for answers regarding the 
goods next, because the ice demon said, "Most of the writings being carried were left behind 
in the water gardens. Some of these... texts may not be salvageable." 


"Ah, that's a pity. There was supposed to be another installment in that order to this 
particularly good romantic serial that I've been enjoying; I'll have to find another copy. It was 
too much to ask for you to save my stories too, Mobei?" 


"Yes," Mobei-Jun said flatly, which made Tianlang-Jun laugh. 


Shang Qinghua knew that he ought to resurface, but he wanted nothing more than to hide 
under a rock forever at the moment. He only looked up again when Tianlang-Jun tapped him 
gently on the top of the head, twice, almost like a pat. 


"Lord Advisor, it's unlike you to be so quiet!" The Demon Emperor's expression was 
sympathetic and perhaps even regretful. "Zhuzhi thinks that these failed assassins were hired 
mercenary types, rather than clan members sent by their own lord, which means that it may 
require some work to uncover the hand that set them on their task. We'll tighten security of 
the entire palace, of course, but until such a time as the client has been unmasked, I think it 
would be best if we took additional care of your person." 


That was a relief to Shang Qinghua's ears. "Thank you, my lord! That would be much 
appreciated. I would very much like not to die." 


"Quite understandable," Tianlang-Jun agreed, but then a sly expression crossed his face and 
his eyes turned towards the other demon among them. "So, in order to be especially vigilant, 
we'll have a personal guard. Mobei, you're not doing anything more important than this. 
You'll be my advisor's bodyguard from now on! Coordinate with the Heavenly Guard on the 
matter." 


The Demon Emperor looked very pleased with himself, while Shang Qinghua and Mobei-Jun 
both stared in disbelief. Shang Qinghua turned to look at Mobei-Jun at the same time that 
Mobei-Jun turned that glare on him, and so flinched away. 


"My lord, you can't be serious! The Northern King has far more important things to do than 
follow me around all the time!" Shang Qinghua protested. 


"T must return to the Northern Desert," Mobei-Jun insisted. 


"The most important thing that Mobei has to do is whatever I tell him to do," Tianlang-Jun 
said dismissively. "The wellbeing of my advisor is exceedingly important to the wellbeing of 


my empire, after all, and it's not as if Mobei has his own lovely wife and child to go home to 
see, does he? So he might as well make himself useful and look after my family instead." 


"We have plenty of guards! What do we pay them all for if not this?!" 


Tianlang-Jun tsked. "When assassins have already successfully slipped into the Underground 
Palace? Are you saying that the average Heavenly Guard, Underground Palace Guard, or 
even a Stone General can compare with the Northern King himself?" 


Mobei-Jun glowered at both of them. 
"Ah, no, of course not! I wouldn't dare!" Shang Qinghua said frantically. 
"I am not a guard," Mobei-Jun snapped. 


Tianlang-Jun ignored the ice demon completely and replied, "Exactly, I want the very best in 
the Demon Realm for your personal guard." 


Shang Qinghua felt like he was going to turn into a sweat puddle at this rate. "But having the 
Northern King act as my bodyguard is a little overkill, isn't it? He has responsibilities. What 
will happen to the northern kingdoms in the meanwhile?" 


"They seem to survive him jumping around on our various campaigns well enough," 
Tianlang-Jun said, smiling beautifully. "And between the two of you and all your unique 
abilities, I'm sure that you'll be able to come up with an adequate solution to any problems of 
governance that arise." 


Shang Qinghua opened his mouth and closed it again, because "Yes, but I'll have to TALK to 
him to do that!" was not the persuasive argument that he wanted it to be. 


Instead, he said a little weakly, "What about Zhuzhi-Lang? He doesn't have a kingdom to run 
and he's not doing anything else." 


"Don't be ridiculous, I need him to follow me around," Tianlang-Jun insisted. "He gets so 
antsy if he's not allowed to do that. It's very cute. No, Mobei has a cool head and nothing 
better to do if I say so, and I do say so, which makes this a much better arrangement. What do 
you say, Mobei?" 


Mobei-Jun was visibly clenching his jaw, but managed to say, "If it is commanded." He very 
clearly thought that Shang Qinghua could hug the floor and it still wouldn't be far enough 
beneath him to illustrate the difference between them. 


"Ha ha, how enthusiastic, Mobei." 


"I could just stay here in the Inner Palace for a little while," Shang Qinghua tried. 
"Surrounded by only out most trusted servants and-" 


"But what about your work?" Tianlang-Jun said brightly, infuriatingly. "You're always telling 
me that you have so much of that stuff! In fact, hasn't this very important work that you do 
kept the two of us from 'hanging out' these past weeks?" 


"My lord, please," Shang Qinghua said beseechingly, making one last desperate attempt. 
"We're as good as strangers to each other, if... if not worse." 


Tianlang-Jun just smiled at him without mercy. "Then this is your opportunity to get to know 
each other better. After all, you've always been so effusive in your praise for our favorite 
general and his potential-!" 


"Ah..." 


"-and Mobei has always indicated all due respect to the Imperial Advisor who once argued so 
fiercely in support of his clan and has only continued to do well by his kingdom." Tianlang- 
Jun's cheerfulness faded slightly as he gave the ice demon a thoughtful look. "Perhaps this 
respect could be attributed to your mysterious first meeting? An auspicious foundation." 


Shang Qinghua determinedly did not look at Mobei-Jun. "Ha ha, yes. That meeting did... set 
us on the path we're on now. Filled me with all sorts of respect." 


"Hm," Tianlang-Jun said. 


Shang Qinghua wanted to say, "I'm going to tell Su Xiyan about this! Just you wait!" But he 
didn't want to resort to that kind of begging in front of Mobei-Jun just yet; he'd save that kind 
of desperation for later. Frankly, he wasn't sure yet whether or not this had secretly been her 
own scheme all along, though she was probably just enabling it. 


"I'm going to die," he thought. "This is going to be the death of me." 


"Anyway, I'm sure that Mobei will do his best regardless," Tianlang-Jun declared, turning 
that merciless smile on the ice demon next, who stiffened uncertainly. "After all, if anything 
happens to you on his watch, I really don't know if I'll be able to spare his life a second time." 
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mother is the authority who can be trusted to deliver information without some measure 
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With that kind of threat hanging over Mobei-Jun's head, how could either of them refuse? 
The Demon Emperor was in one of his moods again! Shang Qinghua was at a loss for words 
now, and so decided to appeal to the likes of Su Xiyan, Luo Wenmin, and Zhuzhi-Lang later, 
if Tianlang-Jun didn't listen to any of the incredibly persuasive arguments that this super 
intelligent advisor was going to come up with tomorrow... somehow... so he hoped... 


Of course, Tianlang-Jun immediately made things even worse. 


"Mobei will have to temporarily move from his family's palace out in the Imperial City and 
into the Underground Palace itself to keep a truly vigilant guard," Tianlang-Jun said, with a 
sly glint in his eye. "Honored Lord Advisor, you have plenty of room in your own 
apartments, don't you? You're always saying that there's too much space just for you." 


"Ah, yes, I mean, I've said that... But... wandering into a public space like the Interior Water 
Gardens and breaking into the Inner Palace are two very different things...? It's not even 
comparable, really-" 


Tianlang-Jun waved a dismissive hand. He liked doing that. "We shall take no risks with your 
health! Make the arrangements at once," he ordered. 


"This doesn't feel very safe for my health actually..." Shang Qinghua said very faintly, but 
Tianlang-Jun was already strutting away. Presumably, the Demon Emperor intended to go 
brag to his overly indulgent wife about the latest mischief he'd made out of this mess. 


Shang Qinghua reluctantly turned to face Mobei-Jun, who looked like he'd developed a 
headache over the course of that conversation and so turned an unimpressed frown on him 
again. Mobei-Jun glared at him like this was all Ais fault! (Even though if Airplane Shooting 
Towards The Sky had written this situation, they would have been going down on each other 
by now or something!) Ah, seriously, Mobei-Jun looked really, really angry with him and the 
air temperature had dropped a few degrees for sure. 


Imperial Advisor to the Demon Emperor? Who was that? Suddenly, Shang Qinghua was a 
seventeen-year-old outer disciple again, and he could hear a ringing in his ears as he 


remembered the Transmigration System's robotic voice saying: [Mission objective: 
Survive.] 


"Jiujiu?" 


He looked down and found that Binghe was tugging on his hand. The little demon prince was 
still holding Zhuzhi-Lang's hand as well, while the snake demon met Mobei-Jun's eyes 
without fear. Even in his human form, the Demon Emperor's nephew's expression could seem 
somewhat reptilian, which was not exactly... unfeeling, but kind of unreadable by human 
standards. A person couldn't be sure what the snake demon was going to do next. 


"The Northern King should go make the arrangements with his people at the Cold Palace," 
Zhuzhi-Lang said coolly. "The Imperial Advisor will remain safe in our company until the 
Northern King is fully prepared to perform his new duties as assigned by the Emperor." 


Mobei-Jun held Zhuzhi-Lang's gaze for several seconds too long for Shang Qinghua's stress 
levels, before the ice demon nodded curtly. He nodded towards Shang Qinghua as well, the 
barest dip of his chin, looking like it was causing him physical pain. Either that or he was 
sneering. Maybe both. 


"Hey, fuck you too, asshole!" Shang Qinghua thought, as the ice demon walked away. 


"Baba is going to be busy now so we can't go outside the Inner Palace again, and he says my 
tutor can't come to give me any extra lessons yet because of the attack," Binghe announced. 
He was pretty good at imitating his mother's manners, so he sounded far more mature than 
his damn father as he gave his orders. "Jiujiu, you have to come read with me instead. You 
need to stay with us for your safety now." 


"Ah, do I? Lead on, lead on, my prince. What are you reading this time?" 


Shang Qinghua and Zhuzhi-Lang both allowed Binghe to drag them off towards his own 
apartments, while Binghe started talking surprisingly knowledgeably about the historical 
treatise that he was currently studying with his tutor. It wouldn't be the first time that Shang 
Qinghua had played a temporary tutor or a captive audience to the little demon prince. 


Su Xiyan and Tianlang-Jun were attentively involved parents and had very high standards for 
education, but they also had to rule the Demon Realm, so they had gone through quite a few 
lackluster (or disloyal) teachers before landing on Teacher Yan, a young, frazzled, but strict 
human scholar, whose demon-sympathizing family owed the imperial family a debt, and so 
now had the unenviable task of teaching an extremely intelligent and curious demon prince 
all of his characters and his counting. Teacher Yan did his best! The young man also did a 
funny twitch whenever Binghe busted out the dreaded "Why?" question. 


Shang Qinghua looked over his shoulder, one last time, before they left the room. Mobei-Jun 
had apparently paused in the opposite doorway to watch them go. His eyes were clearly 
trained on the point where Shang Qinghua and Binghe's hands were connected. Mobei-Jun 
glanced up to meet Shang Qinghua's eyes, scowled again, and then turned away as Shang 
Qinghua turned a corner. 


There were worse ways to spend an afternoon than quiet time under the supervision of the 
imperial family's greatest authority. "Ah, the Mother of the Empress returns to us!" Shang 
Qinghua greeted teasingly, as Luo Wenmin joined them in Binghe's apartments, making the 
silver-haired woman blush slightly and try to shush him. "I'd bow, but I seem to have my lap 
full!" 


Binghe had planted himself in Shang Qinghua's lap in order to read his history book aloud, 
practicing the reading and speaking skills that were expected of an emperor someday, but 
now that his favorite person had arrived, he quickly scrambled off to meet her. He kicked 
Shang Qinghua near some dangerous areas by accident, but it was hardly the first time that 
had happened. Children sure were squirmy little beasts! 


Shang Qinghua felt a little adrift without that warm weight in his lap to hold him down, but 
whatever. 


"I'm so glad that you're all safe," Luo Wenmin said feelingly, patting Binghe's shoulder while 
he wrapped his arms around her waist. She looked at Shang Qinghua in particular, with a 
wobbly little smile, but all of her touchy-feely concern was understandably only for the little 
demon prince. "Were you reading to your Jiujiu, Binghe? That's nice. Oh! And your Gege, of 
course! Zhuzhi, sorry, I didn't see you there. And Captain Qiang, too? Hello! How good of 
you to watch over us all so closely." 


Captain Qiang of the Heavenly Guard, the one-eyed, middle-aged demon warrior who was 
officially tasked with the security of the imperial family, stood just inside the room. He was 
clearly not having a very good day. He had been valiantly enduring the brunt of Zhuzhi- 
Lang's unblinking attention, as the snake demon lurked nearby. The Underground Palace 
Guard was sure to get an earful from the Heavenly Guard later. 


Afternoon reading time at least allowed Shang Qinghua to calm down. He felt more or less 
like himself again, watching Binghe read to Luo Wenmin, when the Imperial Chamberlain 
Peng, an elderly bird demon, and Inner Palace Head Housekeeper Min, a middle-aged rat 
demoness, came to batter down the doors, desperate for the Lord Advisor's input regarding 
the sleeping arrangements. 


Binghe frowned disapprovingly. Luo Wenmin frowned worriedly. Zhuzhi-Lang was clearly 
prepared to hiss them away if necessary, and Captain Qiang was obviously waiting for 
permission to bodily remove them, but Shang Qinghua leaped at the opportunity for further 
distraction! Well, not quite. The little demon prince had to finish the next section of the book, 
of course. Then Shang Qinghua was generously permitted to offer a goodbye hug and excuse 
himself to his own chambers, so that he could very importantly order people to move 
furniture around, under Captain Qiang's careful watch. 


Because Tianlang-Jun had apparently decided that Mobei-Jun ought to stay in Shang 
Qinghua's apartments, all Shang Qinghua could do was draw the line at being forced into the 
same bedchamber. Was Tianlang-Jun's terrible taste in literature to blame for this? Probably! 
The Demon Emperor was obviously too bored! Shang Qinghua seriously considered 
manufacturing some other drama to distract him. 


He had Chamberlain Peng and Housekeeper Min have their people empty out the barely-used 
office in his apartments as a second bedchamber, moving all his stuff into a spare set of 
apartments down the hall. He felt very clever for having outwitted the Demon Emperor until 
he was confronted with the bare room. "Oh, shit, we can't have the Northern King sleep on 
the floor!" he realized. 


"...No, Lord Advisor," Chamberlain Peng agreed, in a tone of voice that was servant-speak 
for, "I think my boss is an idiot." Shang Qinghua was from An Ding Peak! He was fluent in 
that crap! 


Luckily, Shang Qinghua had had an extensive correspondence with various stewards from 
both the Cold Palace in the Heavenly Valley and the Ice Palace in the Northern Desert, when 
seeking to make the Underground Palace peerless hosts to the Northern King. He liked to 
think that he'd always known that knowing dietary and thermostat preferences would save his 
life someday! He didn't like to think about his attendants in the Underground Ministry would 
be making note of all of this... and would definitely be gossiping about how the Imperial 
Advisor had kind of been a fucking creeper for years... 


He knew exactly what to do! And seeing it done meant that he could put off thinking about 
deadly plots and outrageous schemes for a little while longer. His head didn't have any space 
for anything besides having the guards and servants bring in new furniture for Mobei-Jun's 
bedroom, and set up magical cooling crystals and portable furnaces for temperature control, 
and so on. 


He came back to himself when the Demon Empress finally appeared, presumably having 
conferred with her horrible husband, looking as elegant and calm as ever, and said a little 
wryly, "Qinghua, how good to see you unharmed. Though I suspect that even injury would 
not have kept you from your work for long." 


Shang Qinghua laughed hysterically, just a little. "It takes one to know one, doesn't it?" he 
said. "You can take the man out of An Ding Peak, but you can't take the An Ding Peak out of 
the man." 


Su Xiyan smiled beautifully. "I know the feeling." 


"If I don't take matters into my own hands, the next thing I know, your husband will be 
installing seats in my chambers to enjoy his new favorite theatrical show! What did this loyal 
servant do to deserve this kind of treatment, my lady?" 


Su Xiyan chuckled, but said fondly, "He dared to make himself irreplaceable." 
"Ah, well... I don't know about that..." 


"I will make an effort to restrain my husband's enthusiasm," Su Xiyan promised, but her eyes 
held a similar sly glint as Tianlang-Jun's eyes had. "A little discomfort is beneficial to one's 
character, I hear." 


"I hear it also makes small prey animals' hearts give out from stress," Shang Qinghua said 
conversationally, neither quite joking nor entirely serious. 


Su Xiyan's expression turned more solemn. "Do you have any suspicions as to who might be 
treating you as prey? We shall not allow them to escape the consequences of their actions for 
long." 


"Pick a demon lord, any demon lord," Shang Qinghua said, in the same tone as before. 
"Really, who knows? We have plenty of enemies. I don't even know if it's just me that they 
want out of the Underground Palace or if they've been failing to strike at you, Binghe, Luo 
Wenmin, and people like Binghe's human tutor and our human cook as well. We should ask if 
any of the local demon lords have been losing their human concubines lately. Maybe it's 
really not personal and they just hate all humans! I shouldn't cast aspersions on their 
murderous motivations." 


"We are considering this angle as well," Su Xiyan promised. "But the recent accidents do 
suggest a particular target, so do be careful with your person, Qinghua. Do not take any 
unnecessary risks." 


"You mean like inviting a demon lord who can barely stand me to be my roommate? Ha ha, 
I'll try not to do anything reckless like that!" 


Su Xiyan smiled with all her teeth, unable to repress her amusement, before she reached 
forward and placed her hand on his cheek. Thankfully, she wasn't wearing any of her clawed 
jewelry today. Or maybe she'd been wearing it earlier but had removed it in the relative safety 
of the imperial family wing. 


"Keep in mind that you do outrank him now, Qinghua," she advised. 
"What? Who? Mobei-Jun?" 
"Yes." 


It felt like someone had grabbed a stick and beaten his head like a gong, leaving his heart 
trembling and a ringing in his ears, as he said, "Ah, yes, I guess that I do..." 


"We shall be most displeased with him if he treats you poorly." 
"Yeah, your husband was a little too enthusiastic about that part, maybe." 


Su Xiyan laughed and withdrew her hand. "Maybe so." The next look that she gave him was 
more thoughtful, more dangerous. "Your behavior around him was... concerning. He is by all 
accounts, including your own extensive recommendations, an honorable and loyal ally. Speak 
honestly with me, Qinghua. Do you truly fear death at his hands?" 


Shang Qinghua stared at her, speechless, but Su Xiyan simply waited. 
"...No?" he said finally. "I mean, it's complicated?" 
"I will endeavor to understand." 


"Ah, the first meeting really wasn't good and it kind of made an impression, but I don't... I 
didn't actually think that he would go out of his way to kill me here or that you would allow 


him to kill me for no reason - or for any reason, right? You like me! And he's not stupid. I 
thought about it, sure, but I didn't think it was /ikely, just a possibility in the way that all 
events are possibilities, you know? The possibility of anything is never zero!" 


"I see," Su Xiyan said. Which didn't seem likely either, because even Shang Qinghua wasn't 
really sure what he was saying here. He felt like he was going to start sweating. 


"I know that I can order him around. I've pretty much sent him indirect-ish direct orders 
before as the Imperial Advisor! He had to know that I was human! But, ah, he didn't know it 
was me. And if I give him orders like I'm all superior to him now that he knows then he'll 
definitely hate me and..." 


"And?" Su Xiyan prompted. 


Shang Qinghua felt frozen, breathless with the clarity of his next thought. It was so simple 
that it seemed almost pathetic to him. It was pathetic given how much running away he'd 
been doing. It was petty and overdramatic and pointless. A childish desire that was absolutely 
hopeless. A long lost cause. 


"I don't want him to hate me..." he admitted, his shoulders slumping. "That's really it..." 
Su Xiyan's look was painfully sympathetic. "I see." 


"That's ridiculous, though, because I outrank him, so why should I care about his opinions? 
I'm the best Imperial Advisor that this palace has ever seen, so if he doesn't like me, just 
because I'm a human, then he has bad taste and I shouldn't care at all. I don't care, really. I've 
never cared what any of these spoiled, mean, bloodthirsty demon lords have thought about 
me before." 


Su Xiyan laughed lightly and patted him on the cheek one last time. "If he does not improve 
his perspective, then we shall be immensely disappointed in him," she promised. "Shall we 
change the arrangements now? This situation can, if truly necessary, be adjusted." 


"Really?" 

"Of course, if you cannot bear Mobei-Jun's presence..." 

"Ah, uh, well..." 

"and if you are willing to suffer a significant amount of imperial pouting..." 
"Ha ha." 


"and if you are truly willing to be confined to the Inner Palace until the Heavenly Guard 
has finished their review of the Underground Palace's security and are able to provide a 
suitable replacement escort," Su Xiyan finished dryly. "I, personally, expect to go nowhere 
without my dear husband for the foreseeable future, but perhaps we might switch our 
escorts...?" 


"Ah, tempting, but the servants have already moved most of the furniture," Shang Qinghua 
said quickly. "I'll probably survive one night without the office that I wasn't using anyway." 


Su Xiyan laughed one last time, before Shang Qinghua's friend said her farewells and glided 
away. Even left alone again, he felt a little better about everything again, reminded of his 
place within the imperial family, at least until he realized that he wasn't actually alone at all. 
Captain Qiang was still standing in the corner and had probably heard most of that 
conversation. The middle-aged demon soldier was kindly pretending to be deaf and staring at 
the wall, and had his own infatuation to deal with, but still. Fuck, that was embarrassing. 


Once they ran out of the things to do, he dismissed the chamberlain, housekeeper, and few 
servants who'd been moving furniture. Captain Qiang generously led the couple of Heavenly 
Guards who'd been supervising out into the hall. Shang Qinghua was left standing bewildered 
and lonely in the changed space of his enormous sitting room. He didn't do that much sitting 
in here, so these changes were all... fine. 


This was fine. 


Maybe it would even be nice to have someone around. 


Mobei-Jun finally returned to the Inner Palace with an expression that suggested he deeply 
regretted not allowing Shang Qinghua to be killed. The two Heavenly Guards standing in the 
hallway outside, two juniors waiting for the Northern King to show up, had expressions like 
they didn't think it was a good idea to let the ice demon inside, with the way he was obviously 
refraining from radiating resentful demonic energy. It was like opening the door to a dark 
gray cloud that hadn't thundered yet. 


"Lord Advisor," Mobei-Jun said again, even more stiffly than the last time. 
"Mobei-Jun! Please come in. Come in," Shang Qinghua said brightly. 


He tried to subtly signal to Junior Guard Lei not to attack the ice demon in the back, and 
definitely failed the subtlety aspect but at least prevented another stabbing. Junior Guard Lei, 
a young rock demon, looked weirdly disappointed as he lowered his sword. At least until 
Mobei-Jun looked over his shoulder, his lip curling slightly as though threatening to snarl, 
and the stone-skinned demon immediately took a few steps backwards, suddenly studying the 
nearby wall with great intensity. 


"I've taken the liberty of having the servants bring the evening meal!" Shang Qinghua 
interrupted. "Are you hungry?" He gestured towards the table inside. "Please, come in! Come 
in right now, please!" 


There were several dishes from the northern kingdoms - fish from the White Sea, slow- 
cooked barbecue of some demonic antelope, and a special kind of fried meat dumplings made 
from the White-Furred Mountain Pig - and a few dishes others from different regions that 
Shang Qinghua knew Mobei-Jun enjoyed. Yet the ice demon settled at the table reluctantly, 
raising his eyebrows at the spread. 


"I'm well-acquainted with your steward, Hong Hao, through letters," Shang Qinghua 
explained. "And, you know, our servants talk to your servants and your ambassadors' 
servants, and so on. The Underground Palace has a standard to uphold as hosts! Which means 
a lot of hard work importing ingredients and even cooks, of course, but I find it, aha, better 
for me personally to negotiate with well-fed demon lords." 


"...Your hospitality is most gracious," Mobei-Jun said flatly. He probably had never thought 
about who in the background of the Underground Palace had been making an effort to please 
him during visits all these years, and also probably now thought Shang Qinghua was a 
fucking stalker for knowing all of this. Definitely real creep. A pandering toady with ulterior 
motives for sure. 


"It's all been stringently tested for poison, don't worry!" 


This apparently didn't make anything better at all. To be fair, if anyone had said that to Shang 
Qinghua, his first thought would have been: "Oh, shit, it's definitely poisoned." He was 
personally resolved to triple-check everything he ate and drank for the foreseeable future, 
even though they had hired Head Cook Ping and Assistant Cook Qian for the Inner Palace 
kitchens specifically to make sure that no one purposely or accidentally poisoned any of the 
resident humans. (Sometimes, Shang Qinghua daydreamed about street food stalls in the 
Human Realm with such fantastic desperation that it concerned even him.) 


Mobei-Jun gave him a flat look, like he was considering shoving the food down his host's 
throat to test it. 


The silence that fell between them was long and excruciatingly still. 


Shang Qinghua was a servant only to the imperial family now, but the feeling that he ought to 
have been waiting on this demon lord was hard to shake. He'd learned and forgotten and in 
some cases simply ignored far too much demonic etiquette to know what came next. Half of 
that shit got thrown out the window anyway, in the case of the Demon Emperor's favorite 
humans. 


"Look, we had... an interesting first meeting, right?" Shang Qinghua blurted out. "You can't 
tell me that you suddenly don't like any of these things just because now you know it's me 
now!" 

Mobei-Jun's frown deepened. "I am not so petty." 

"Then are you going to tell me that a human is ruining your appetite?" 

"No, Lord Advisor." 

"I didn't ask for this! You saw me not ask for this!" 


"Yes." 


"Do you know how hard it is to change the Demon Emperor's mind on these things?!" 


"You have changed his mind many times before, Lord Advisor," Mobei-Jun replied, and that 
definitely sounded like an accusation. 


"Yeah, when it came to sparing your life after your father made his move!" 
"For which this king thanks you," Mobei-Jun said flatly. 


Shang Qinghua cleared his throat. "Yes, well, you're welcome! That was a lot of work, 
actually! Anyway, he'll probably get over this idea soon enough, or they'll hunt down 
whoever's buying so many bad assassins to try to kill me, and then we can go back to never 
seeing each other." 


"As the Lord Advisor wishes." 


"As you wished, actually!" Shang Qinghua retorted, but then hastily looked away at Mobei- 
Jun's glare. He cleared his throat again for something to do. "Look, we had... an interesting 
first meeting, right?" 


"As the Lord Advisor says." 


"But we don't have to hold onto it, do we? We were different people back then. We were 
young. We found ourselves in a difficult situation on both sides that wasn't of our own 
making and we've both grown as people since then, cultivated ourselves, advanced in the 
world, so why don't we just forget that any previous encounter ever happened?" He forced 
himself to meet Mobei-Jun's gaze again, leaning forward, summoning all the dignity he 
possessed. "Why not... start anew right now?" 


"Ifthe Lord Advisor wishes it so, then it will be so," Mobei-Jun agreed slowly. He didn't 
sound enthusiastic about it, but he was no longer frowning so deeply. 


"Then it's so!" 
"Why?" 
"Wh-why?" 
"Yes." 


"Ah, well... Personally, I don't really miss being a very young man, because it feels like all 
you do is make mistakes when you're young. What are good decisions? Well, they're just the 
mistakes that weren't too bad... or the mistakes ended up being rewarded anyway!" Shang 
Qinghua added jokingly. "Let's get rid of that unnecessary history. We'll just be one loyal 
servant of the easily entertained Demon Emperor to another loyal servant who also doesn't 
really want this arrangement." 


Mobei-Jun didn't laugh. He didn't smile. But he did have a thoughtful expression, and 
appeared to concede the point with a shift of his features. He joined in when Shang Qinghua 
made a little toast to new beginnings and, if he didn't drink the wine, then he made a good 
show of pretending. 


"So! Uh, until we can appeal to the Demon Emperor's better judgment, I've also made the 
arrangements for your comfort here in... my apartments," Shang Qinghua said, while they 
were eating, though he was mostly just pushing food around his bowl. "We can... talk to the 
Demon Emperor about your own set of apartments, but in the meantime, if you want 
anything changed around here, just let me know!" 


He ended up spending an embarrassing amount of time talking about the adjusted 
temperature controls. The main room of the Imperial Advisor's apartments, which was where 
they were dining, was now significantly cooler than before. He had additional heaters in his 
own bedroom. Opening the door to his former office, now Mobei-Jun's bedchamber, now felt 
like opening a refrigerator. 


"It is adequate," Mobei-Jun said, eyeing a new chair as if just now realizing where it had 
come from. Shang Qinghua's own furniture wouldn't have fit someone of his... impressive 
stature. 


"Oh, shit, look away from the muscles!" Shang Qinghua thought desperately. "Those 
thunderous thighs could totally crush me to death- Aah, fuck, that's still horny! Think of a 
total turnoff, quick!" 


"You know, the Demon Empress has requested that I make a list of everyone I suspect might 
be behind a scheme like this," Shang Qinghua complained. "I don't know where I'm supposed 
to find the time to do that! It's not easy work! Sure, Lord Raging Ox might probably want me 
dead, for example, but he's the sort of person who expects everyone else to go through the 
effort of doing anything. And I really don't want to give him the compliment of suggesting 
he's competent enough to arrange an assassination." 


Mobei-Jun snorted, then looked vaguely surprised by the sound that he'd made. "This past 
assassination attempt was neither subtle nor successful." 


"I know! I'm very grateful! But now I have to extend the list to all sorts of motivations and 
levels of competency. If the assassins were hired, then I can maybe cross names off the list 
based on who's too broke to afford hired help, but you never can be completely sure who 
owes who a favor or who has a rich auntie willing to pay their mercenary bills for them!" 


It might have been insulting to demonkind to listen to a human talk shit about their lords, but 
Shang Qinghua couldn't help himself as he listed off a few notable figures in the Demon 
Realm and their shortcomings. Mobei-Jun didn't make a sound anything like a laugh again, 
but he wasn't frowning or scowling. The blank-faced staring was greatly discouraging, but 
Shang Qinghua refused to believe that Mobei-Jun was so offended on behalf of some of these 
spoiled young demon masters. 


He was proven correct when Mobei-Jun made a disparaging comment of his own: "The Red 
Desert Prince is too self-important to blame a human for all his problems without any 
exterior encouragement. His personal nemesis must be someone more obviously powerful to 
satisfy his vanity." 


"What? Ah! Ha ha, that's too true! I have power. I have lots of power now! But, eh, you're 
right, he'd have to know anything about anything about running a kingdom to make that leap 


of logic on his own. If he was behind this, then we also have to look for the person with the 
permanent headache from the effort of trying to implant an idea through a skull that thick." 


Really, the meal almost approached being nice near the end of it. Mobei-Jun seemed to be 
enjoying the food, at least, and maybe some of the mean comments. In many ways, it wasn't 
too different from Shang Qinghua's usual socializing in the Demon Realm. He was almost 
getting comfortable. 


Except the longer that Shang Qinghua talked, he realized that the list of people who wanted 
him dead was very, very long. He trailed off after naming too many of them, each with their 
own gimmicky and horrifically gruesome method of attack thanks to Proud Immortal Demon 
Way. He felt a little ill, actually. He couldn't remember what he'd been saying. 


"The Demon Emperor will make an example of these enemies," Mobei-Jun said. 


Shang Qinghua looked up again, startled. Mobei-Jun's expression was intense, but not angry. 
A person... a desperate and pathetic person, surely... might mistake this for an attempt at 
comfort? Maybe? 


"Ah, yes, of course! I don't doubt it! It's good to have friends in high places! I knew what I 
was getting into when I officially became the Imperial Advisor. The protection benefits were 
a big part of it after I... ah... left my sect behind me. I didn't think that would mean having a 
king as a bodyguard, but here we are..." 


"Indeed," Mobei-Jun agreed. 


"I'll have to weed out all the disloyal servants and corrupt officials and double-timing 
assistants again," Shang Qinghua sighed. "Ah, that's not going to be fun. The last time that 
there was a serious traitor, years ago now, Zhuzhi-Lang had to stop someone from stabbing 
me in the face! Usually, they didn't dare to get close to me. It's so hard to find good help these 
days." 


"That has always been difficult." 


Shang Qinghua laughed. "That's true! That's very true. Show someone a little loyalty and 
they'll spit in your face in... return..." He trailed off, giving Mobei-Jun a nervous look, but 
the ice demon just stared back impassively, not obviously offended. "Ah, I've been talking 
too much, haven't I? I'll call someone in to retrieve these dishes already." 


Mobei-Jun watched the servants who answered very closely, apparently ready to kill either of 
them at a moment's notice, and it was a miracle neither of them broke any dishes. His mood 
seemed to have become extremely poor again and none of the luxurious amenities Shang 
Qinghua had arranged seemed to lighten it. Refreshments and medicine should Mobei-Jun 
have any need during the night, for example, were obviously just the ice demon's due, as 
Mobei-Jun gritted his teeth through every expression of gratitude he was forced to show 
towards his human host. 


"We'll make the arrangements in the morning to better support the northern kingdoms in your 
absence, until the Demon Emperor gets... this latest weird idea out of his head and sends you 


home again," Shang Qinghua said desperately. "You had negotiations with the White Sea 
Wind Clan happening next month, right? And the Abyssal Emergence Ceremony is coming 
up. I'll have my people talk to your people, as usual, and we'll work it all out. Don't worry! 
This Imperial Advisor is not without his influence! That's what allies are for, right?" 


Mobei-Jun gave him a long look, which was... not as cold as before. Maybe. "The Lord 
Advisor has always been good to the northern kingdoms," he said finally. Shang Qinghua 
couldn't decide if the words sounded more like an agreement or a question. It was probably 
just a neutral statement. 


"And the northern kingdoms have been good to us since... ah... the new Northern King was 
crowned!" Shang Qinghua agreed, and held up his wrist and tapped it, even though he'd never 
laid eyes on a wristwatch in this lifetime. Fuck. "Anyway, wow, look at the time! I had better 
get to bed for an early start tomorrow and you deserve some rest after all your hard work 
today. Oh, there are extra cushions over there, by the way. Thanks again for saving my life! 
Goodnight!" 


He fled to his bedroom without waiting for a response, hastily closing the door behind him, 
then he leaned back against the door and dragged his hands down his burning face. But this 
wasn't good enough to exorcize everything that he was feeling. So, as was entirely unbefitting 
of his station, he flung himself onto the stupid orgy bed and screamed into a soft pillow, 
kicking his legs like a child, which didn't make him feel any better about anything at all. He 
flipped over and stared hopelessly at the mosaics on the ceiling. 


"I wonder if Cang Qiong would take me back," he said, as a way of telling himself that things 
could be worse. "I threw their peak lord job offer back in their face and skipped out to the 
Demon Realm instead, but they've had time to cool off a little! That burned bridge is still 
partially standing, right?" 
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Shang Qinghua's first attempt at a new morning routine looked like this: he rolled out of bed, 
blearily served himself a morning pick-me-up from his mini-fridge, and shuffled out into his 
sitting room planning to sit there and stare at a wall until he woke up fully, only to 
immediately pause, uncertain of where he was exactly. New furniture? The cold air against 
his face woke him up too late to avoid his office door opening, revealing Mobei-Jun, slightly 
bleary-eyed and glaring like Shang Qinghua was the intruder here. 


"Ah, excuse me! Excuse me!" Shang Qinghua ran back inside his bedroom and then stumbled 
into his private bathroom, where he splashed his face with water and then sat on the floor for 
several minutes. Until he realized that he was probably supposed to be sharing a bathroom 
with his new demon lord bodyguard. Fuck. How had he missed that detail?! 


Somehow, he got dressed. The hard hits of reality were making his fingers tremble again, but 
he even managed to make sure that his clothes weren't inside out. He managed to step outside 
to face Mobei-Jun again as a good host, though afterwards, he couldn't quite remember what 

he'd actually said. 


Then he sat on his stupid orgy bed, while Mobei-Jun used the private bathroom, and rubbed 
his fingers over the textures of his blankets, tapped his heels against the carpets covering his 
floors, listening to the occasional splash of water, and thought absentmindedly about the sort 
of advice that this weathered senior might give a first-time transmigrator. Invest in using all 
magic at your disposal to create decent bathrooms, maybe? He was glad that he'd done that! 


More seriously: there was a lot of waiting for things to happen involved in this transmigration 
shit. The entire world couldn't exactly keep skipping to the good bits. Whether or not the 
original plot had been thrown out the window, the time passed anyway. 


Head Cook Ping, the monkey demon in charge of the Inner Palace kitchens, and Assistant 
Cook Qian, the Inner Palace's human cook, personally brought them breakfast, escorted by a 
couple members of the Heavenly Guard, with the Demon Emperor's personal compliments. 


As she laid the trays down on the dining table, Head Cook Ping hesitantly said, "The Demon 
Emperor ordered that it be said he did not wish to interrupt this... ‘honeymoon period’, but 
the Lord Advisor and Northern King are also invited to the imperial family's breakfast instead 
if they so wish..." 


"No, no, that's fine! That kind of sounds like a nightmare I had once, honestly. This is great!" 
Shang Qinghua said. "Ha ha, please go away now. Don't tell him anything from me." 


Head Cook Ping made a face like she had already been ordered to come give Tianlang-Jun all 
the good gossip, and the bad gossip, and the mediocre gossip too, as soon as she had finished 
this delivery. Shang Qinghua made a similar grimace back at the monkey demon. Privacy? In 
this palace?! Ah, honestly, what a ridiculous request from him! He should have known 

better. 


Mobei-Jun witnessed all of this. Thankfully, neither he nor Shang Qinghua brought it up 
again after the cooks and guards left, so it might as well have never happened. 


Breakfast was fine. One part of Shang Qinghua's brain couldn't stop thinking about how 
much he'd talked last night, whether or not he'd said anything embarrassing, whether or not 
he'd made the mistake of eating with his mouth open, but he mentally put up a wall and 
refused to bring that thinking to the front of the stage, instead focusing on eating his damn 
food. He was twenty-seven years old in this life. He'd been in his thirties when he'd died in 
his last life. How much he honestly felt those years of his past life and how old he actually 
felt were really complicated questions, but it definitely meant that he was too fucking old to 
hyperventilate on his bathroom floor twice in one morning. 


"So, ah, how's the injury?" Shang Qinghua asked. 
"Healed," Mobei-Jun answered shortly. 


"That's good! That's good. No side-effects from poisons or anything? No adverse reactions to 
the medicines or anything?" 


"No " 


Shang Qinghua didn't expect Mobei-Jun to tell him even if he had had an allergic reaction or 
something. "It's just that there are so many different types of demons and the physiology can 
vary wildly- Anyway! Please don't ever let someone just randomly give me medicine. Aha, 
way too much demon medicine and demon food is basically poison to humans." 


Mobei-Jun actually looked at him, searching for something in Shang Qinghua's very sincere 
nervousness, and his frown from the past questions faded away. "I will remember." 


"Thank you! So, I was thinking that today would be a stay-cation day, making it easier on 
everyone if I don't leave the Inner Palace, because it's too early to know if these assassins 
were meant for me personally or if they're after every human in the Underground Palace. But 
I still want to use one of the spare apartments here to set up some temporary offices for 
Ministry work - a space that's not my personal chambers? I'm not working in my bedroom 
again if I don't have to do that." 


Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky didn't miss that work setup in the slightest! 


"We can set up a connected office for you for your business from the northern kingdoms, 
even if most of it will probably be done by the Cold Palace," Shang Qinghua continued. "You 
have at least one attendant who can bring you stuff whom you can be 100% sure doesn't want 
me dead, right?" 


Mobei-Jun had to think about it. 


"...Someone you can be 100% sure won't try to kill me whether or not they personally think 
humans are the scum of the earth?" Shang Qinghua tried again, in an embarrassedly strangled 
voice. "Preferably someone who's really good at least pretending that they don't hate me. 
Someone who 100% won't let me know they want me dead." 


Mobei-Jun frowned again. "They will not dare to show any disrespect," he promised, which 
was... not really reassuring. "My steward has sent a trusted underling to the Cold Palace to 
make such appropriate arrangements as necessary." 


"Ha ha, I can work with that. I've been in the Demon Realm for about seven years now, you 
would not believe some of the shitty situations I've had to make work... Never mind that, 
though! It's old news now! It's all in the past! Except for the part where a lot of the people 
involved are good candidates for people who want me dead with a passion, of course. 
Anyway-!" 


Imperial Chamberlain Peng and Head Housekeeper Min were reluctant to set up such 
temporary offices, even if these chambers would only be accessed by the most trusted 
personal assistants. Her whiskers twitching, Housekeeper Min actually suggested that Shang 
Qinghua's time might be better spent resting, after such a harrowing attack. 


"Aw, how thoughtful! How kind! Such concern for my health is so heartening to see! 
Unfortunately, if I have to spend my entire day stuck in a set of apartments with my ideal 
man, who is perfect in every way except for the part where he fucking hates me, I'm going to 
lose my mind! And how are you going to explain THAT to the Empress?" Shang Qinghua did 
not say. 


He was pretty sure the message was coming through in his increasingly desperate smile, 
though, because Chamberlain Peng and Housekeeper Min folded pretty quickly. They went to 
get all of his old office junk from where they had moved it to make way for Mobei-Jun. They 
made him a new office. 


"I need my maps!" he complained, when Lu Qiufang and Yachi were finally permitted 
through by the Heavenly Guard. "How am I supposed to make a comprehensive list of all the 
people I've pissed off enough to hire assassins without my journals and trade routes and our 
campaigns of conquest?! What? It's fine. I'm not doing any real work. I'm only doing what 
the Demon Empress told me to do and making a list of enemies! Stop giving me that look!" 


Yachi squinted disbelievingly. "Under-Minister Tao is insisting that you agreed to meet with 
him today despite the changes to the Inner Palaces defenses," she said slowly. 


"Under-Minister Tao is a fucking liar," Shang Qinghua answered immediately. "Wait, did he 
say what it was about? Is it about the aqueducts? Did something go wrong with the 
construction? Did another abyssal beast come through the sewage system again?! Fuck, I 
knew I shouldn't have left that project in his hands. His flippers...? Ah, whatever! Maybe we 
should actually make an exception for Under-Minister Tao here- Hey, don't just run away 
from me! Yachi! Come on!" 


Most ministers or under-ministers, official or courtiers, guests and citizens who claimed that 
a meeting with him was a matter of life or death, would just have to be put on a waiting list or 
told to fuck off. The waiting list was not new. Shang Qinghua had had a waiting list for 
appointments for as long as he had been Tianlang-Jun's Imperial Advisor, but he usually had 
a copy of that waiting list so that he actually knew exactly whose tempers with which he was 
playing games. 


The Underground Ministry was capable of operating without him. Lu Qiufang and Yachi had 
both pledged to keep him fully updated on the basics. But he knew that he was missing 
things; there was no way that he wasn't missing things; he had probably already missed 
things, 


Mobei-Jun was giving him an unimpressed look, leaning against the doorway of the room 
that would act as his own temporary office. "Do you not trust your officials?" 


"What kind of question-?" Shang Qinghua cleared his throat and straightened. "Of course I 
trust my officials! I trust them like everyone managing an empire learns to trust their most 
honorable officials. I trust them to... fuck up this latest aqueduct because they're more 
worried about getting their dick wet instead of crops! I'm pretty sure those rain demons were 
sending hired succubus demons to fuck with things... corporate espionage bullshit... 
Someone is probably going to try to tell me that they honestly thought I was dead and they 
had no choice but to get incredibly drunk in the nearest flower house and toast my memory 
by spilling state secrets!" 


He was getting distracted by the maps that his assistants had brought so far, by all the 
adjustments he was going to have to make to his usual checks, so he wasn't looking directly 
at Mobei-Jun when he heard the low chuckle. It was very brief. Shang Qinghua's head 
snapped back around and he just barely caught the fading smirk on Mobei-Jun's lips. 


It went all the way up to his eyes. And it changed Mobei-Jun's face completely. "Ah," Shang 
Qinghua thought helplessly. "Well, it's just not fair if he gets to keep doing the ‘he's even more 
handsome than I imagined' thing and become better-looking by the day. Have mercy." 


"These most dedicated officials exist in the northern kingdoms as well," Mobei-Jun said. He 
wasn't exactly smiling, but his voice wasn't exactly cold. He sounded thoughtful again as he 
added: "The Lord Advisor has been helpful in unmasking the worst of such behavior in the 
past." 


"Well, ha ha, they're very annoying to deal with on this end as well." 


In the end, Shang Qinghua didn't see any ministers or courtiers, because it was doubtful that 
anyone was being truthful about an issue being urgent, much less being an actual emergency. 


He came to the decision all on his own! He didn't want to give a second round of assassins 
any easy opportunities. There was really no reason for Su Xiyan to send a maid over with a 
hurtfully accurate note that essentially just said: "Don't make me come over there." 


Shang Qinghua picked up a writing utensil to scribble back: "I'm not even doing anything! 
I'm not giving your husband any more excuses to meddle! Make him move Mobei-Jun to his 
own apartments or keep him on a leash today!" 


"...The Lord Advisor is even more involved with the politics of the Underground Palace than 
they say." 


Shang Qinghua looked up as he handed his response back to Maid Ying. Mobei-Jun was 
staring at the map of the Demon Realm that Yachi had brought in. Housekeeper Min had 
needed to have the Heavenly Guard bring in a specially large table just to spread it out 
properly. It was far from a complete depiction of imperial operations - he hadn't set up any of 
the markers or figurines into place again, and it was mostly just a visual aid to help Shang 
Qinghua think anyway - but the limited intelligence there was probably still valuable to 
certain demon lords, both allies and enemies. 


"Ha ha, well, what's the other option? Having the Demon Emperor be even more involved in 
some of these petty affairs?" 


Some people could take this statement to mean that Tianlang-Jun was just too important for 
everyday affairs. Other people could interpret these words, correctly, to mean that Tianlang- 
Jun was capable of turning a squabble over a prized mount into a blood feud out of boredom. 


Mobei-Jun clearly took it as the latter, because he huffed in amusement again. Shang 
Qinghua stared a little disbelievingly. Was this starting to be a pattern? Did Mobei-Jun 
actually think that he was funny? In a pathetically amusing way or in a genuinely witty way? 
Shang Qinghua's heart skipped a beat with hope... probably hope that this would help spare 
his life... nothing more. 


Mobei-Jun's stare was thoughtful again, moving between the map and Shang Qinghua, before 
he finally said, "You were once a disciple of Cang Qiong Sect. An Ding. Their service peak." 


"Logistics," Shang Qinghua corrected reflexively, before he laughed. "Ha ha, service is right, 
though..." 


"Were you always in service to the Demon Emperor?" 
"What?" 
"Were you the Demon Emperor's servant when you were a disciple of Cang Qiong?" 


"Ah! Ahhh! No, no, that was a... later development, not a thing until I was... the head 
disciple of An Ding Peak. I was actually nearly the peak lord, you know? They gave me the 
name and everything, but I bailed before the ascension ceremony for, ah, better career 
opportunities." 


"After we had met." 
"Yes...?" 


Shang Qinghua was still a little startled that Mobei-Jun had voluntarily brought up the past, 
but he forced himself to adopt a different perspective for a moment. He could see how 
Mobei-Jun had come to this potential conclusion. Why else would a random human disciple 
save the young demon master who had massacred all of his fellows? It probably seemed like 
maybe Shang Qinghua would have been Tianlang-Jun's spy in Mobei-Jun's household. 


"You could say that I met the Demon Emperor through Su Xiyan," Shang Qinghua explained 
in a way that purposefully explained nothing. "And then what else was a former An Ding 
Peak disciple to do in the Demon Realm except more logistics? I had to occupy myself." 


"Indeed." 


He met Mobei-Jun's eyes evenly. "Look at my amazing skills!" he thought. "Look at the 
opportunity you squandered by being an asshole to me and despair!" 


He looked away first, though, unable to keep up his bravado for too long and pettily resentful 
of it. Looking for a distraction, his eyes landed back on the map again, a corner of the 
northern kingdoms, which reminded him of an idea sparked by some of the things briefly 
related by Lu Qiufang from the Cold Palace about Mobei-Jun's own governing affairs. 


"Ah! Didn't you receive a letter from the Snow Monkey Clan recently? What did it say? 
Because if it said that the Giant Ice Carp haven't yet properly returned to the rivers, then the 
lord is lyyyyying to you. It was probably true in the aftermath of that abyssal beast slithering 
through, but he was definitely lying to the East Sea Wind Clan about it last year and he got 
away with it, because they weren't playing ball with the Underground Palace yet, so I bet that 
he's trying that again so he can keep hunting them as much as he likes without anyone 
knowing and starve out some of the lake towns in your territory. Ha! Like he thinks that 
people can't extrapolate from the prices of fish and armor scales in the Northeastern Fortress 
Market!" 


Mobei-Jun let him chatter on about this with a bemused expression, maybe like he wasn't 
entirely sure why Shang Qinghua was talking to him. His response was slow and, while 
staring at the map instead of anything or anyone else in the room, he simply said, "I would 
deal with the Snow Monkey Lord personally if not for the current arrangement." 


"Ha ha, yes, I don't doubt that it would be dealt with! We can... we can figure something out. 
You have people who could be sent to deal with it on your behalf, right? Otherwise, I'm sure 
that... Zhuzhi-Lang or whoever's going to babysit Binghe could be convinced to babysit me 
too..." Shang Qinghua trailed off, then shook his head and refocused. "Don't worry, we won't 
let the northern kingdoms go to waste because of the Demon Emperor's latest whim! I've put 
too much work into it to let everything fall to pieces now... Not that the northern kingdoms 
are on the verge of that! Mobei-Jun keeps his kingdom very well!" 


Mobei-Jun stared at him a little longer, then inclined his head, probably accepting the 
compliment for politeness' sake because Tianlang-Jun was forcing him to be polite. "The 


Lord Advisor has put a great deal of work into such things," he agreed. "Why?" 


The bluntness caused Shang Qinghua to do a double-take. "Why?" he repeated. "Well, ah, 
those great reasons I originally gave after... that big conflict... didn't come from nowhere. 
Getting rid of the Northern Desert Clan entirely would only lead to chaos that would spread 
throughout the Demon Realm and it was unfair to paint the entire family with the same brush. 
It also would have scared the shit out of all of our other allies. That would have not made 
friends for the Underground Palace. You were the best candidate. I knew that you wouldn't 
stupidly pull the same underhanded tricks just to get rid of a human-" 


"How?" Mobei-Jun interrupted. 


Shang Qinghua's mouth opened and closed without making noise at first, because he couldn't 
cite Proud Immortal Demon Way. He'd told Tianlang-Jun that the next Mobei-Jun had a good 
reputation, a more honorable reputation, and Tianlang-Jun, at the time, hadn't pressed for 
sources. The Demon Emperor had been busy stressing the fuck out about the attack on his ill 
human wife and his half-human son. 


"You let me live," Shang Qinghua managed finally. 


On that fateful day ten years ago, when he'd been a mere outer disciple of An Ding Peak, a 
dull mission had ended up crossing paths with an injured young demon master. Mobei-Jun 
had easily massacred every other disciple there. He had probably been about to murder Shang 
Qinghua too, despite any pleas for mercy or offers of servitude or hugging of the thighs, 
before he'd fainted due to the deadly Ling Hua dart burrowing its way into his side. 


Shang Qinghua probably should have killed Mobei-Jun with a rock that day, but he'd thrown 
it aside against his better judgment, and had saved Mobei-Jun's life instead. He'd nearly been 
killed for it. But he'd wielded that life debt like a shield, while Mobei-Jun had thoroughly and 
with prejudice dismissed him as a potential servant, and he'd managed to escape with his life. 


He could have gone on to rally more cultivators to come back and attack Mobei-Jun. He 
could have tried to attack Mobei-Jun himself. Mobei-Jun hadn't thought twice about 
slaughtering every other disciple who had seen him. He'd clearly had no love for humans at 
all. He'd made some terrifying threats if they should ever meet again. But he'd... also allowed 
Shang Qinghua to leave, despite the risk to his own life. He could have cut a loose thread and 
been done with it, but he'd repaid his life debt instead. 


It would have been the smart thing to do for Shang Qinghua to have just let Mobei-Jun die or 
to have killed him himself. It would have been the smart thing for Mobei-Jun to have just 
killed Shang Qinghua and rid himself of a potential threat. At least, according to the rules of 
the Demon Realm, that was how things should have worked. And, to be honest, that was how 
things should have worked according to the rules of the Human Realm as well. But Shang 
Qinghua had been a fool for nostalgia. And Mobei-Jun had acted the honorable idiot long 
enough to let him live. 


And Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky had later thought: "Maybe..." 


Shang Qinghua shrugged, not meeting Mobei-Jun's eyes anymore. "Any demon honorable 
enough to spare a human's life, no matter any... personal feelings on the situation, seemed 
like a good ally for a Demon Emperor with a human bride and half-human son." 


"So you put me in your debt again." 


"Ah, ha ha, that wasn't... not a factor, but if there was a debt there, then... let's say it was 
paid off by that honorable demon lord sparing my life upon meeting again despite all 
previous warnings? I thought we agreed to start anew! Didn't we agree to start over? I didn't 
save anyone's life just to watch them get killed because their father did something stupid." 


Mobei-Jun inclined his head again, but this time it was more of a "point taken" gesture, with 
maybe slightly less begrudging gratitude for talking Tianlang-Jun down this time. 


"So, is there anything urgent for the northern kingdoms I should know about?" Shang 
Qinghua asked. "With your shadow-stepping abilities, it should be possible for you to slip 
away to handle something quickly, while I hide behind the Demon Empress or something. 
Though, ha ha, maybe we shouldn't tempt the Demon Emperor to meddle further if he finds 
out that we're not holding hands all the way down the hallways of the Inner Palace. Really, I'd 
tell him to get a hobby, but knowing the ones that he already has, I'm too scared to do it." 


Mobei-Jun snorted again, very lightly, and relented enough to share a little bit about the 
calendar of the Northern King that Tianlang-Jun had carelessly ruined. There were some 
northern kingdoms social events at which Mobei-Jun had been expected to show his face, 
which he wasn't too concerned about skipping out on, and some family obligations coming 
up that he was actually going to catch some trouble for missing. By Mobei-Jun's tone, Shang 
Qinghua guessed that this trouble meant disapproving aunties and uncles, who were going to 
retaliate with lengthy "back in my day" lectures at best and might start pulling out some old 
coup plans at worst. 


"These events can't be postponed or rearranged?" Shang Qinghua asked. 


Mobei-Jun gave him an unimpressed look. Shang Qinghua swallowed harshly. Offering 
advice as the Imperial Advisor was way easier when he could do it through the Underground 
Ministry and didn't have to look this intimidating man in the eye. 


"No. There are coming-of-age challenges and ceremonies that cannot be stopped even by 
cultivation," Mobei-Jun replied. "The young warriors of the northern kingdoms cannot be 
ordered to remain as children. Their parents would be the first to revolt under such a 
proclamation." 


Shang Qinghua barked out a startled laugh. "I see now! I see! All right, that sounds like every 
parent I've ever had, although maybe for different reasons than any doting demon parents... 
What do you make them do? Can I ask that? Am I allowed to know or is it one of those 
special clan secrets outsiders are killed for knowing? Because if it's the latter, don't tell me, or 
tell me but don't tell anyone you told me." 


"It is no secret," Mobei-Jun assured him dryly. "With all the Northern Desert Clan involved, 
it would not stay secret more than once." 


Shang Qinghua laughed again. "Ha ha, I know that problem. There are some officials who 
can be trusted to keep a secret only because they're hoping that they can hold it over my head 
later, and there are others I tell things to because I want the entire Heavenly Valley to know 
the 'secret' by tomorrow morning without them knowing that I know they know." 


"It is a hunt across the Northern Desert," Mobei-Jun explained. "It takes place over the course 
of several weeks. The young hunters are permitted one kill to prove themselves. Only one." 


"Only one? Ah, so they have to come back with something impressive, huh?" 


"If skill and luck permit it, unless their hunger gets the better of their restraint. Any trophy 
suffices. For most, any sufficiently large or uncommon trophy - an Icehorn Elk, a Silver 
Eagle, a Winged Ibex - admits them to adulthood with honors, but some come back empty- 
handed because their pride and ambition demanded a greater prize and nothing less." 


"I think I've heard of this!" Shang Qinghua said thoughtfully. He was oddly thrilled to find 
that he'd heard about it due to his time in the Demon Realm, unable to remember ever writing 
it into Proud Immortal Demon Way. "Didn't someone use someone else's kill as bait for an 
abyssal beast last year? You had to go in there and kill it yourself, didn't you? Very 
impressive! So cool. Did you also participate as a youth back in the day? It's traditional, 
right? Ha ha, I'm guessing that a Snow Rabbit wasn't suitable for a prince of the Northern 
Desert Clan." 


Mobei-Jun looked bemused again, like he didn't know whether or not to take offense. "I slew 
an Armored Bear," he eventually said in agreement. "I competed at a younger age than my 
peers in order to attain my independence as soon as possible." 


"Clever! That's clever. I can't say that I've ever seen an Armored Bear, but I know that's 
impressive." Shang Qinghua sighed a little wistfully. "I don't get invited to these things. And 
I don't usually go to special events outside of the Heavenly Valley unless the Demon Emperor 
is going too, because, you know, people don't like me to the point of hiring assassins. But I'd 
like to see some of these creatures someday! From a distance, ha ha. I put all this work into 
this world and it just wants to eat me alive... I've heard that the Northern Desert is beautiful 
in all seasons." 


The things that he had written had been improved upon immensely... and this world was far 
larger, deeper, richer than he had ever managed to write. There were allegedly ancient fossils 
out there in the Northern Desert. It was truly unfair for a transmigrated author to be denied a 
world tour like this. Sure, things had turned out better for him than this role had seemed in 
the beginning, when the Transmigration System had initially suddenly kicked into gear 
during his second childhood, but even the Demon Emperor's treasured Imperial Advisor 
couldn't demand that every wonder of the world come to him. 


"...The northern kingdoms are in possession of many natural riches," Mobei-Jun agreed. 


"I get all these messages telling me about things happening in the White Sea and I've never 
seen the White Sea! I've never seen the Teeth of the World! I mean, I don't really want to 
climb them because people who are much stronger than me die, but I'd still like to see snowy 
mountains like that. I'd really like to see Abyssal Lake. I've read about how clear it is and 


about how beautiful it is when frozen over. The icy walls and birds of Ice Valley! The man- 
eating takhi of the Dawn Plains! The sand dunes of the southern northern kingdoms! Ahhh, 
maps can only show so much..." 


All Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky had had was maps and words. Sometimes, no matter 
how distant that life was now, it felt like Shang Qinghua had traded lines on screens for lines 
on pages. But that was probably just him being overdramatic! The social scene in the 
Heavenly Valley was vibrant and diverse and had plenty of excitement, even if dealing with 
bickering demon nobles sometimes felt weirdly similar to reading online arguments between 
fans and anti-fans. 


"...Maps are not enough to understand the Demon Realm," Mobei-Jun agreed. 
"Ah..." 


Was that an insult? It had the sound of an insult, which made Shang Qinghua's chest feel 
hollow and hot. What an asshole! Didn't this demon lord know how hard he worked?! 


"The Demon Emperor should make an effort to show you more of it," Mobei-Jun said next, 
interrupting any vicious thoughts. "Such investment in the Demon Realm would be even 
greater served by a fuller understanding of it... as knowledgeable as the Lord Advisor and the 
Empress have proven to be. It would also serve his son well in the future." 


Mobei-Jun's look was intense, but not cold. His posture was defiant, but not resentful. The 
end had sounded almost like a compliment, and altogether it formed a fair criticism, one that 
Shang Qinghua and Su Xiyan had privately discussed many times before. 


"Ifthe Lord Advisor ever visits the northern kingdoms, I will endeavor to make 
arrangements for a tour... with the appropriate protection," Mobei-Jun said next, slowly, not 
through gritted teeth but... the words obviously weren't not being forced out. Shang Qinghua 
wondered if the offer had been heavily and desperately suggested by the Northern Desert 
Clan ambassador to soothe tensions and hopefully get Mobei-Jun back home sooner. 


"Ah, that would be... much appreciated!" Shang Qinghua managed. 
"It is only appropriate after what the Lord Advisor has done for the Northern Desert Clan." 


"T'll look into my schedule for the next few months! Ha ha, I'm sure we'll fit it in somewhere 
between all those attempts on my life that I really hope don't actually happen." 


"Indeed." 


"...You know, we have talked about getting the young prince out there to see the world in the 
future. And the Demon Empress used to travel a lot when she was... before her marriage. 
The Demon Emperor is just... a little overprotective after... everything." 


Mobei-Jun nodded, looking away. "That is understandable. The child is... still young." 


Shang Qinghua sighed again. "He won't be forever! No one gets to stay young forever." He 
rubbed a hand over his eyes and muttered, "Maybe I should plan ahead and schedule a trip to 


the frosty northern landmarks that could kill me for whenever the Demon Emperor finally 
gets it into his head to matchmake his son, whether Binghe likes it or not. I'm not mediating 
that. The Empress can deal with that. She's the one who married him. If I'm lucky, I won't 
make it back alive to see the results." 


Mobei-Jun snorted again. Shang Qinghua told himself not to be pathetically thrilled by it. 


It was ridiculous that it took most of the day just to move some furniture around and start 
reorganizing calendars, but that was what they did. Captain Qiang of the Heavenly Guard 
came by to reintroduce himself to the Northern King and talk about security arrangements. 
They talked about which members of the Underground Ministry and Cold Palace would be 
allowed anywhere near the Inner Palace until further notice. Shang Qinghua could practically 
feel Tianlang-Jun's disappointment at the lack of drama and allowed himself to feel a little 
smugness over it. 


The next day, they did it all over again, with a little more grace the second time around. 
Shang Qinghua managed to get dressed before stumbling out into the sitting room. It was 
easier to make arrangements with the Cold Palace and the Underground Ministry now that 
the changes to the Inner Palace were falling into place. He and Mobei-Jun smoothly managed 
to ignore each other for most of the day at "their office" and were cordial when they 
separated at night. 


Unfortunately, Mobei-Jun's slightly improving mood seemed to dip again quite sharply after 
a few more days, and Shang Qinghua wanted to smack his own forehead once he realized the 
issue. Even sequestered away in the Inner Palace for his own safety, Shang Qinghua had a 
constant influx of business from the Underground Ministry to keep him somewhat 
entertained, but Mobei-Jun's to-do list was at the mercy of the messengers who made the long 
trek from the Heavenly Valley to the Northern Desert. As fast as wind demons and their like 
could be, Mobei-Jun had well-trained people to handle the daily minutiae back home, so after 
ordering his kingly schedule to be torn to shreds and drawn up again to accommodate 
babysitting the Demon Emperor's human advisor, the demon lord didn't actually have that 
much to do. 


Mobei-Jun's expressions had turned into a constant series of irritated frowns, he didn't react 
to any of Shang Qinghua's jokes intended to break the ice (even this excellent pun had only 
received a deeply unimpressed blink), and his speech became even shorter and colder. 


Shang Qinghua began to fear for his life again, just slightly, until he saw Mobei-Jun slouched 
at the desk in the attached office, flipping aimlessly through a pile of books before throwing 
the last one away across the desk in disgust. 


Then it clicked: Mobei-Jun was bored. 


Shang Qinghua didn't move at first, as Mobei-Jun closed his eyes and tilted his head back. He 
a moment to admire the demon lord's neck and collarbone, and also... the slightly 
undignified and almost childish and therefore... real... nature of the pose. 


Then he slipped away and called for Yachi to take a message to Captain Qiang. 


And then he came back and hesitantly knocked on the arch of the doorway. Mobei-Jun slowly 
turned to look at him with naked resentment. 


"Ah, I... I know I said to inform me of anything you wanted to put on the schedule, but... 
perhaps Mobei-Jun has been showing... too much respect for the Imperial Advisor's time? 
The Underground Ministry won't burst into flames if I don't read the next report about rice as 
soon as possible. Ha ha, probably. You never know for sure!" 


The wealthy Magnolia Beetle Clan in the eastern kingdoms, their most lucrative trading 
partner, was apparently absolutely furious that the Lord Advisor was not available for their 
representative to discuss the changes to be made now that the Iron Hair Boar Clan had new 
leadership. The clan's historical lack of strength and influence before Shang Qinghua's deft 
intervention had left the beetle demons extremely touchy about their reputation. Jiachong-Jun 
was allegedly incensed that Tiemao-Jun had been freely permitted to slander their clan before 
every courtier in the Saintly Throne Hall. Shang Qinghua had started writing yet another 
"heartfelt" personal apology for them, but he'd put it aside to finish later. Eh, a little waiting 
could be good for their soft-skinned egos. 


Shang Qinghua cleared his throat, shooing his rabbiting heart out of it. "Perhaps we could... 
make our way to the Inner Palace's training grounds and see Captain Qiang? If Mobei-Jun is 
willing to speak with the Heavenly Guard again?" 


Mobei-Jun stared silently at first, then hauled himself to his feet, practically bristling with 
energy. "If the Lord Advisor wishes," he said. His gaze held obvious suspicion. 


The training grounds of the Inner Palace consisted of several rooms, generally used by the 
Heavenly Guard, and the main hall was an enormous, cavern-like space with a large platform 
for sparring matches and a small set of stands for observers. There was a connected armory 
and some Stone Generals standing in a perfect line against one wall, waiting to be called up 
for practice. Formal duels between demon nobles over stupid shit were held in one of the 
Underground Palace's public halls, or else one of the many fighting arenas out in the 
Heavenly Valley. If Tianlang-Jun and Zhuzhi-Lang wanted to fight seriously, they usually left 
for a deserted area where they didn't have to worry about damage, no matter what special 
protections were carved into the walls here, but this was a good place for stuff like Binghe's 
fighting lessons from his family members and approved members of the Heavenly Guard. 


Captain Qiang was waiting for them when they arrived, with Yachi standing to attention 
nearby, and the warriors of the Heavenly Guard watched with undisguised curiosity as Shang 
Qinghua and Mobei-Jun approached. Honestly, most of the Heavenly Guard hadn't been very 
good at knowing where to put their faces since Mobei-Jun had entered the Inner Palace. 


So far, Shang Qinghua was dealing with any potential Inner Palace gossip surrounding the 
Northern King moving into his apartments by pretending that the gossip didn't exist. He 
couldn't hear it, so it wasn't happening! If Tianlang-Jun was spreading rumors again, he didn't 
want to know! 


"Lord Advisor, how unusual to see you here," Captain Qiang rumbled. 


Shang Qinghua laughed. "Ha ha, I know, I'll have to... make an appointment with the Demon 
Empress to keep up our training after the last session a few days ago was canceled." 


Captain Qiang made an expression that said clearly this was not sufficient in his opinion. 


When Su Xiyan had been recovering, the number of people trusted to raise a sword against 
her had been very small, and Shang Qinghua had been the only one weak enough to be of any 
use in her battle to build up her cultivation again. Over the next few years, Su Xiyan had 
moved on to sparring against members of the Heavenly Guard, Zhuzhi-Lang, and her 
husband - though Tianlang-Jun refused to take it too seriously. 


The Demon Emperor's reasoning was that he just couldn't pass up a chance to be manhandled 
to the ground by his beautiful wife, but Shang Qinghua suspected that Tianlang-Jun couldn't 
bear to risk her, and Su Xiyan had generously moved past annoyance to be amused by her 
overpowered husband's concern, indulging him in the flirtation. Binghe, watching from the 
sidelines, had once gotten so frustrated by Tianlang-Jun's unserious behavior and the 
supposed insult to his mother, that he'd yelled, "FIGHT FOR REAL, YOU CHEATER!" at his 
father in front of half of the Heavenly Guard and some of the Inner Palace staff. The Demon 
Emperor had promptly collapsed into unoffended, near-hysterical laughter. 


At Su Xtyan's insistence, Shang Qinghua still trained with her regularly, despite the fact that 
she could surely flatten him now without breaking a sweat. It could be a good opportunity to 
trade gossip. She'd once tried to trick him into sparring against Zhuzhi-Lang, but Shang 
Qinghua had promptly dropped to the ground and played dead until they'd indulgently let him 


go. 


"So much to do, you know, always so much to do," Shang Qinghua said to Captain Qiang 
with cheerful persistence. "It's good fortune for me that I've had the hard-working Heavenly 
Guard to look out for me all these years! I know I can count on you and your warriors to help 
look after my person." 


"Anything for you, Lord Advisor!" Guard Shuai called out, with a joking wink. Though the 
young golden beauty demon quailed slightly when Captain Qiang turned to glare at him. 


Shang Qinghua clapped his hands together. "That's what I like to hear!" He received several 
deliciously wary looks, which propelled him forward. "The Heavenly Guard is always 
striving to improve itself, so why not take this rare opportunity to learn now that the Northern 
King is so generously staying in the Inner Palace? Perhaps the Heavenly Guard would like to 
graciously engage our guest in some friendly spars to strengthen our newfound comradery?" 


Guard Shuai's expression became wide-eyed and his face turned a white-gold color. Beside 
him, Guard Wen, the toad demon, made a strangled croaking sound. Guard Jun, who had six 
arms, actually flinched, as did a few others. The only person who looked intrigued was Vice- 
Captain Dongyang, a handsome fire demoness, who was the mother of Junior Guard Jing. 
Junior Guard Jing had apparently swallowed her own tongue and broke into a heavy 
coughing fit that included a lot of smoke and a few unintentional licks of fire. Guard Chang, 
a komodo dragon demon, hastily smacked the young fire demoness on the back several times 
to help. 


Captain Qiang, forewarned by the message Yachi had carried, slowly raised his hand and 
stroked his chin. His acting was a little stiff, but it got the job done. "It would be an honor 
indeed if a warrior as accomplished and powerful as the Northern King would be willing to 
donate some of his time to the Heavenly Guard's training." 


Shang Qinghua turned on his heel to face Mobei-Jun. "Would, ah, you be willing to assist?" 


Mobei-Jun still obviously didn't like a human telling him what to do. Shang Qinghua hadn't 
exactly put him in a position of easy refusal here. He was definitely glaring down at Shang 
Qinghua again, with obvious resentment, but he also obviously couldn't resist the siren song 
of violence. 


"If the Lord Advisor wishes," he said again, in a low rumble, while undoing the fastenings of 
his dark, fur-lined coat so he could throw it aside. Shang Qinghua was not going to forget this 
mental picture anytime soon, holy shit. 


Shang Qinghua sent Yachi off for a lapdesk so he could continue working, only to end up not 
accomplishing anything at all. The rest of the afternoon, four hours straight, were spent 
watching Mobei-Jun deal in barely restrained, tightly controlled, quietly gleeful violence. 


Guard Shuai was shoved into the sparring ring with a sword and Mobei-Jun summoned a 
matching one out of ice, and Guard Shuai needed to be carried back over to the stands. 


Guard Wen hopped in for a go at some hand-to-hand combat, including wrestling, and was 
repeatedly slammed into the floor until Captain Qiang called a stop to it. 


Vice-Captain Dongyang eagerly summoned a fiery whip, a fiery spear, and then ended up just 
throwing fireballs around during more hand-to-hand; and Mobei-Jun extinguished every 
attack or powered through the lashing burns that occasionally broke through his icy armor as 
though the pain of them meant nothing to him, drawing out the fight and putting increasingly 
heavy pressure on his opponent until Vice-Captain Dongyang finally collapsed to her knees 
from spiritual overreach. 


There was a wicked gleam in his eyes, which turned briefly, in some moments, into a cruel 
smile. 


The Heavenly Guards were no joke when it came to fighting strength, but overpowered was 
overpowered, even when Mobei-Jun wasn't using his shadowy teleportation portals and was 
clearly avoiding overloading his opponents with deadly ice magic or sheer spiritual power. 
Some of them appeared to nearly match him in physical strength, before he called on the 
power of his ancestors. Some of them even might have been a little faster than him, but that 
didn't matter when their hits just weren't strong enough or precise enough, and Mobei-Jun 
could take his opponent apart using much harder blows, a smooth and uncanny understanding 
of the space around him, and sheer relentless endurance. No attack seemed to slow him down 
for long. 


Unsurprisingly, word had somehow quickly spread to the rest of the Inner Palace, gathering 
several more Heavenly Guards meant to be off-duty and what seemed like half of the palace 


staff. Lu Qiufang had run off to tattle to Zhuzhi-Lang, apparently, who had shown up with 
young Binghe, Luo Wenmin, and the little prince's human tutor in tow. 


Luo Wenmin had apparently brought her embroidery and wasn't paying attention; she didn't 
like any of this stuff, but she'd resigned herself to this training being a part of Binghe's life, so 
long as no one was actually killing anyone else. 


Zhuzhi-Lang was clearly acting as a bodyguard, watching the fights with some interest, but 
always looking away to scan the rest of the room. 


Binghe alternated between tugging painfully on Shang Qinghua's arm or yanking on his 
cousin's arm, bouncing in excitement over the show. 


The young, upright Teacher Yan seemed torn between being annoyed to have his latest lesson 
interrupted, horrified by such demonic joy in violence, and, against his will, getting invested 
in the dramatics of a series of good fights. 


Binghe and Teacher Yan weren't the only ones on the edge of their seats. Without meaning to, 
Shang Qinghua whooped as Mobei-Jun finally pinned Guard Chang and her powerful tail's 
thrashing. Beside him, Yachi yipped in excitement and took the opportunity to grab Teacher 
Yan's arm and hug it to her chest. The small crowd that had gathered in the stands oohed and 
ahhed and groaned, and Shang Qinghua heard the faint clink of money changing hands. 


Guard Chang's movements were getting sluggish as the temperature dropped in warning, and 
eventually she had to smack the floor to indicate her surrender. Mobei-Jun released her from 
the pin and didn't bother to help her up. Two of the other Heavenly Guards limped over to 
drag her off to the imperial healer. 


"Is that all?" Mobei-Jun demanded of Captain Qiang. 


The Northern King's breath was a little quick, he had flyaway hairs clinging to his neck (he'd 
put his hair back into a braid before throwing himself into the ring), and he had some dark 
bruises and burns all over his visible skin, but the injuries were iced over and apparently 
already fading away. But the foul temper had obviously been exorcized from him, his posture 
and expression weren't so stiff, but proud and obviously pleased with himself. He looked at 
Shang Qinghua in a smug challenge. 


Shang Qinghua just barely resisted the urge to fan himself desperately. 


Captain Qiang's single eye flicked obviously in Luo Wenmin's direction, where the young 
prince's caretaker had looked up from her embroidery. Shang Qinghua chortled to himself. 
The "Do I want to maybe get the shit kicked out of me in front of everyone?" was clear. 


But Captain Qiang was an honorable fellow, a respectable demon warrior, and he clearly 
couldn't justify sending his underlings to get the shit kicked out of them if he wasn't also 
willing to step up. So he climbed into the ring for an earthshaking brawl, drawn out by 
Mobei-Jun's exhaustion, restraining themselves from flinging demonic energy in any 
direction, that eventually ended in the Northern King once again holding an icy blade to his 
opponent's throat. 


A few members of the beaten-up Heavenly Guard groaned in loud disappointment, while 
impressed members of the Inner Palace staff cheered and clapped politely. Shang Qinghua 
heard Luo Wenmin boo quietly under her breath, and he had to bite his lip so as not to burst 
out laughing. 


Captain Qiang hauled himself up off the ground with as much dignity as he was able, waving 
off the imperial healers ready to jump forward. "Another well-deserved victory," he said, 
wincing. He had a black eye and his arm looked broken. 


Mobei-Jun nodded in acknowledgment. "Is that all?" he repeated, even though he didn't 
honestly look fit for another round himself. He was obviously avoiding putting weight on his 
left leg. 


"For now," Captain Qiang said, clearing his throat. "There are also the members of the 
Heavenly Guard currently on-duty whose strength and skill should also be tested. And if the 
Northern King is willing to participate in further sessions, perhaps we could hold such a 
training session again soon to see if there is any improvement in the current batch." 


There was a predictable and amusing series of pathetic whimpers and whines from some of 
the Demon Realm's most fearsome warriors. Captain Qiang shot them an admonishing look, 
before he allowed himself to be pulled out of the ring by the imperial healers, and luckily for 
him, Luo Wenmin tucked her embroidery into her bag so she could hustle over to check on 
him. The Heavenly Guard and the other Inner Palace staff members parted ways immediately 
for this silver-haired, middle-aged human woman like their lives depended on it. (Which was 
kind of true.) 


Beside him, Teacher Yan appeared to have finally realized that he had a beautiful, scantily 
clad demoness nearly halfway into his lap again. The upstanding young fellow made an 
unattractive choking sound and hastened to stand up, accidentally knocking Yachi to the 
floor. "Assistant Yachi, please!" he said, his ears turning bright red. "Have a sense of 
decorum!" 


"I don't know what that is..." Yachi grumbled from the floor. 


Binghe was leaning forward while clinging to Shang Qinghua's collar, which was going to 
end in the both of them tumbling to the floor and Shang Qinghua blue in the face unless 
something was done. He scooped up the little prince properly and set him onto the floor, 
where he was immediately pulled by his sleeve over towards the sparring ring and Mobei- 
Jun. 


"Baba is right, you can fight," Binghe said, thoroughly impressed. "You're not as good as 
him, but you're good enough that you can still look after Jiujiu." 


Mobei-Jun raised his eyebrows. 


"Ha ha, thanks for the concern, my prince," Shang Qinghua said hastily. "But that's not how 
we talk to guests, right? Especially the guests we like! This is the Northern King, you know. 
Mobei-Jun. You should show a little more respect for your elders." 


Binghe, who had Tianlang-Jun as one of his primary role models for politeness, looked up at 
him and frowned. "I was nice," he protested. "No one is as good as Baba." Though he did 
then offer Mobei-Jun a neat little bow. It was very adorable. "Welcome to the Underground 
Palace, Mobei-Jun." And then he gave Shang Qinghua a very haughty look. 


"Very well done," Shang Qinghua agreed, glad not to have to pull the "P'U tell your 
grandmother" card. This kid was a little spoiled sometimes! Honestly, in many ways, he 
wasn't anything like the battered little sheep from the beginning of Proud Immortal Demon 
Way, but watching Binghe demand to know how Mobei-Jun's powers worked and whether or 
not Mobei-Jun would attend his training sessions, Shang Qinghua thought those differences 
were a good thing. 


Mobei-Jun's answers were short and vague - "I'm an ice demon," he said, "Ice magic," he 
said, "Ask your father," he said - but his tone was more indulgent than not. He wasn't just 
brushing the boy off completely, even though he was probably in no small amount of pain. 


It worked until Zhuzhi-Lang came over to pull the little prince away again. Zhuzhi-Lang and 
Mobei-Jun said nothing to each other, exchanging an intense stare that would have revealed 
nothing, except for the warning frisson of demonic energy between them. 


Oblivious or seeing no reason to care about any tension, Binghe said, "Gege, you should fight 
Mobei-Jun next," as they walked away. "Who do you think would win?" 


Shang Qinghua didn't catch Zhuzhi-Lang's answer as the pair returned to Luo Wenmin, who 
was fussing over Captain Qiang's injuries alongside the imperial healers, much to the old 
demon's embarrassment and delight. 


Lu Qiufang, Shang Qinghua's plant demon assistant, nearly tripped over their own feet to get 
closer to Zhuzhi-Lang again. What was the point? It wasn't as if they could fuck here! They 
had work to do! And Shang Qinghua had expressly asked that he never again be treated to 
accidentally walking into a room and seeing a bizarre number of writhing green tails and 
tendrils again. 


Some of the Heavenly Guards were leaning into the pitifulness of loss, like Guard Shuai, who 
was supposedly a type of succubus demon and yet was unsubtly and somewhat desperately 
saying things like, "J've heard that exchanging spiritual energy through the mouth is the best 
way to heal wounds," to the toad demon Guard Wen, who was studiously ignoring him. 


Vice-Captain Dongyang was shamelessly flexing her biceps for the Inner Palace laundress 
graciously waiting on her. 


Instead of showing any disapproval for her mother's flirtation, Junior Guard Jing looked 
confused as to why Imperial Chamberlain's Peng's assistant (who also happened to be one of 
the old bird demon's grandchildren) was talking to her, as they obviously tried and failed to 
chat her up. 


Meanwhile, Teacher Yan was still flushed bright-red and trying to helpfully scold Yachi on 
her impropriety while gentlemanly staring at the ceiling, because Yachi had apparently had a 


nipple slip while falling. Yachi looked very contrite, her big eyes looking like she might cry 
over the fact that Teacher Yan was chiding her. Her tail was betraying her by wagging. 


"Ugh, seriously, doesn't anyone in this palace have anything better to do than sigh and swoon 
and try to get laid all the time?" Shang Qinghua thought miserably. "Tianlang-Jun and Su 
Xiyan set such a bad example for their subjects! This much vinegar isn't good for me!" 


This was only marginally better than suffering through puberty (for a second time) alongside 
a bunch of constantly horny, dramatically lovesick disciples at Cang Qiong Mountain Sect. 
How many times could a couple get back together and break up again in the course of a 
single week?! That one Qiong Ding and Xian Shu couple had seemed to be going for some 
kind of world record! Every month! How many times could a lover "accidentally" hook up 
with a succubus demon? The answers were astounding! 


Sure, Shang Qinghua had wandering eyes sometimes too, this world was full of unfortunately 
(for him) sexy people, but at least he kept his giggling to himself. Because he knew better 
than to giggle at all! Giggling could only ever lead to disaster. He was too old and too smart 
to fall for these things. 


He turned to face Mobei-Jun again and said, "Congratulations on your victories! Ah, those 
were so well done. So clever. I could tell that you were holding back to test them and, you 
know, not bring the ceiling down on our heads, because strength like yours would be a real 
test to our spells and architecture. But of course, you're not just all strength, because some of 
them might have gotten you if you were, it's about how you use it, huh? So skillful! That 
move with the sword was just so smooth, I can't believe you broke his weapon like that. I 
know that it was probably just a training blade, but still, I've never seen anyone do that, it was 
so cool-!" 


He did not, apparently, know better than to fawn like a fanboy. But he couldn't help it! Of 
course his lap desk had ended up put aside and some scrolls had spilled across the floor, there 
had been no hiding that from Mobei-Jun, who had looked towards him frequently during and 
between the fights, probably to make sure that he hadn't died while his bodyguard was busy. 


Mobei-Jun looked bemused again, so Shang Qinghua cleared his throat and called over one 
of the imperial healers. Mobei-Jun sat and refused their attempts at treatment, while Shang 
Qinghua called his horny assistants back into line and had them carry his things back to his 
office without him. It was too late to go back to work. He said his farewells to some people as 
the crowd dispersed, then asked if Mobei-Jun wanted to sit for a while longer, to rest that leg 
of his, but the man insisted on pushing to his feet and returning to their shared rooms 
immediately. Shang Qinghua tried to walk slowly without letting on that he was intentionally 
walking slowly. 


"That was fun, wasn't it? I got nothing done! But it's fine, because the ministers keep me 
waiting while they do nothing all the time, so it's only fair. And the Magnolia Beetle Clan 
owes all of their wealth to me and they know it. Everyone knows it. So they can wait too." 


Mobei-Jun didn't say anything. His expression had turned to a scowl again for some reason. 


"Are you in pain, my king?" Shang Qinghua asked. "Is it your leg?" 


"No." 
"Because you just fought the Heavenly Guard! Well, some of them. It's fine if you're hurt!" 
Mobei-Jun obviously disagreed, without needing to say anything. 


"...Did you not enjoy yourself?" Shang Qinghua demaded, stopping. "I thought you were 
enjoying yourself. You could have quit at any time, you know, if you weren't actually 
enjoying yourself. Nobody would have thought less of you for it if you decided to stop after 
the first few bouts. I could have pretended a need to rush off somewhere over something, and 
you could have followed me out, since you're stuck following my whims to some degree-" 


This touched a nerve. Mobei-Jun snarled: "I am not your entertainment." 


Shang Qinghua flinched backwards at the sheer vehemence of it. Mobei-Jun was looming 
over him, the temperature in this hallway even dropping slightly, with the force of the ice 
demon's anger. Why would this impressive character want anything to do with his 
unimpressive creator? 


As soon as Shang Qinghua flinched, Mobei-Jun froze, like he'd suddenly remembered, oh 
yeah, that menacing the Demon Emperor's treasured advisor was a bad fucking idea. 


Shang Qinghua straightened himself back up, took a step backwards, and cleared his throat. 
Instead of saying, "I think you're whatever the fuck I want you to be right now, actually," he 
said, "I didn't think that you were. I thought that I was entertaining you. My sincere 
apologies, Mobei-Jun, for forcing you into that situation that you clearly totally hated." 


Mobei-Jun straightened as well, slowly, still frowning, saying nothing. 


"Should I let Captain Qiang know that any future training sessions are off?" Shang Qinghua 
asked, not making eye contact any longer. He focused on keeping his voice steady. How the 
fuck did Su Xiyan do it? "I'm sure that some of those guards will be happy to hear that." 


"No." 


"What does that mean? 'No' as in I should tell him it's off? Or 'no' as in those guards will have 
to live unhappily with the knowledge that they'll face you again?" 


Mobei-Jun inhaled deeply, like it was too fucking much to ask him to use his words. 


"I would appreciate it if the sessions continued," he said stiffly, "if this matter is not shortly 
solved." 


"Former, then. Fine." 
"This was barely adequate exercise." 


"Aha, you can be the one to tell Captain Qiang that, if you want. I wouldn't suggest it," Shang 
Qinghua replied, and set off down the hallway again. He set a measured pace, rather than 


storming off, controlling his breathing. "Maybe you can... spice it up a little somehow. 
Whatever." 


He heard Mobei-Jun following him, but didn't turn to look. 
He'd thought that they'd actually started to get along. 
How stupid! How careless! How conceited of him to hope! 


"I don't know how interesting things will actually be for you when I step outside the Inner 
Palace again soon. Feel free to fight some of the Underground Ministry officials as well if 
you like, ha ha! That was a joke. Please refrain unless they're, like, really annoying." 


"Indeed." 


"I really don't mind putting some more of these activities into the schedule, even if it is just 
‘barely adequate’," Shang Qinghua continued sharply. "I won't be participating personally 
because, ah, I'm far from a challenge for the likes of you in a fight, and unlike other people 
around here, I actually have really important work to be doing all the time.” 


Mobei-Jun didn't respond this time. 


"But that... that really was something else to watch. I'd forgotten how impressive some of 
those training sessions with the Heavenly Guard can be. And you're clearly one of a kind. 
Sometimes, I wonder how much easier my life would be if I was a demon..." 


"If you were a demon?" Mobei-Jun repeated dubiously. 


"Obviously, it's not all circumstances of birth!" Shang Qinghua said hastily. He couldn't 
delude himself into seriously imagining that he'd be fortunate enough to transmigrate into a 
powerful demon, rather than the lowliest, grubbiest little fucker out there, but he could still 
daydream every now and again. "You do have to work for it! Power of the ancestors doesn't 
do anything if you don't put a little effort into it, but... great power from the ancestors or 
from an innate demonic core doesn't hurt, does it?" 


"No." 


"And if I was a demon, then at least I'd just be the lowly, grubby, parasitic wretch attached to 
the Demon Emperor, instead of the lowly, grubby, parasitic, human wretch attached to the 
Demon Emperor," Shang Qinghua joked. "Ahhh..." It wasn't that much of a joke. 


Once they were back inside the Lord Advisor's Chambers, with some time to spare before the 
evening meal, Shang Qinghua managed to talk Mobei-Jun into taking a cold medicinal bath. 
The bruises and burns were fading away shockingly quickly, as was the privilege of an OP 
demon lord, but that didn't mean it couldn't happen a little easier. Mobei-Jun insisted that he 
hadn't pulled anything in his previously injured shoulder, too, but Shang Qinghua wasn't too 
sure about that. 


"Some say that it also improves the mood," he said challengingly. Because he really didn't 
want to deal with a sore and grumpy Mobei-Jun tomorrow morning. 


"Very well," Mobei-Jun said, through gritted teeth. 


Listening to the occasional splash from the other room, the separation gave Shang Qinghua 
some much-needed space to calm down. So what if Mobei-Jun was an ungrateful asshole?! 
He'd been yanked away from his own life indefinitely to play bodyguard and Shang Qinghua 
hadn't given him much space to refuse neatly. He shouldn't have expected anything more than 
this in the first place. 


Thankfully, Mobei-Jun seemed to be in a better mood again during the evening meal. Shang 
Qinghua had expected that they would be eating in painful silence, but he still tried to ask a 
few questions about how many weapons his new bodyguard had mastered and where he'd 
learned various fighting styles. He wasn't expecting Mobei-Jun to answer him. Mobei-Jun 
even willingly brought up several northern kingdoms clans that Shang Qinghua didn't know 
very well and elaborated on their traditions. 


"I've never seen anything like that in the Heavenly Valley," Shang Qinghua said. He wasn't 
sure what had happened to his determination to bottle up his anger, but he didn't really care. 
This was better than staying furious over a snappish confrontation that was fading away. 


"What have you seen in the Heavenly Valley?" 
"What?" 
"You must have witnessed some incidents of note in your time here." 


"Oh, well, maybe I have seen some things like that in the Heavenly Valley." Shang Qinghua 
shared some of the ridiculous things he'd seen during various formal duels here, important 
enough to draw imperial presence but usually stupid nevertheless. 


It was a nice conversation. It wasn't perfect, but it was fine. It was normal. It was nice. 
What the fuck was happening?! 


Just as Shang Qinghua was leaving to finally fall into bed, Mobei-Jun said, "...My gratitude 
to the Lord Advisor for making arrangements to meet with the Heavenly Guard today." 


Shang Qinghua turned on his heel, shocked by the apparently apologetic tone, especially as 
Mobei-Jun went on to add: "It was more than adequate. Any earlier statements were untrue." 


It was an apology! It didn't have any fancy "J beg you for your forgiveness" or a direct "sorry, 
bro", but it was still an acknowledgement of wrongdoing, which was head and shoulders 
above many other demon lords in genuine respect and courteousness towards him. Shang 
Qinghua felt like he could pop like a balloon from anxious delight. He also inwardly 
mourned his low standards. Previous individuals who had clinged to his thighs and begged 
for mercy (he now understood a little better why Mobei-Jun really hadn't liked that) had 
always been hoping to get something out of him or the Underground Palace, not because of 
his own charming personality, and... this probably also ultimately revolved around people 
not wanting Tianlang-Jun to take offense. 


"Thank you," he managed. "See that it doesn't happen again?" His uncertainty over such a 
rare occurrence as an apology made his attempt at an order come out like a question. 


Mobei-Jun nodded regardless, so it was good either way. 
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Shang Qinghua tentatively went back to work shortly after that. He still intended on doing as 
much work as possible from his new office in the Inner Palace, but he still wanted to visit the 
Underground Ministry to make sure that his underlings were passing along all the right 
information, and weren't getting comfortable enough to stop looking over their shoulders for 
his presence. 


He decided to play it as though he was merely giving Mobei-Jun a tour of the Underground 
Ministry, so they had some assistants and attendants in tow belonging to both of them, as well 
as a couple of Heavenly Guards just in case. 


Mobei-Jun went along with this without comment - unless deep frowns counted. Constantly 
putting up with Shang Qinghua's presence was bad enough, but now having to be seen in 
public with the human Lord Advisor? Ghastly. The gossiping courtiers would probably very 
quickly realize that the Northern King had been relegated to the position of bodyguard. If 
Mobei-Jun was grateful to appear more as an honored guest than an unwilling servant, 
through Shang Qinghua's extremely gracious treatment, then he didn't express his thanks. 


Shang Qinghua was irrationally nervous to show off more of his little empire to Mobei-Jun, 
who was so impressive in so many ways that most demons actually cared about, but he 
pushed through. He was proud of his personal kingdom, actually! If Mobei-Jun wasn't 
impressed by his work, then he had bad taste and bad judgment and bad eyes! So there! 


This lowly human hadn't invented bureaucracy in the Demon Realm, whatever the rumors in 
the Human Realm said. The Underground Ministry had been established a long time ago by 
one of Tianlang-Jun's more sensible ancestors - a rare case, even though that emperor had 
possibly done it for torture palace reasons - but Shang Qinghua had made a few notable 
improvements here and there to the system. Like regular reviews! Actual training processes! 
And managers being explicitly forbidden from eating their minions for any reason. Nope! Not 
even a nibble! 


It hadn't been a problem in recent years, of course, but Shang Qinghua felt like it was good to 
have these things down in writing just in case, and sometimes up on the walls as a 
motivational sign too. 


He enjoyed the expressions of surprise and alarm as people spotted the Northern King at his 
side. Very funny. Fairly gratifying. Courtiers who might have tried to pounce on him before, 
even with Yachi or Lu Qiufang playing extremely effective and eager interference, would 
take a big step forward... spot Mobei-Jun already glaring at them in warning... and then 
suddenly start acting as though they were only admiring the decorations on the ceiling. Lord 
Advisor? What Lord Advisor? If cell phones had existed, a dozen people would have been 
pretending to receive urgent calls and emergency text messages, just to leap out of their path 
with a little more dignity. 


A representative of the Bronze-Horned Antelope Clan abruptly became mesmerized by their 
own shoes, and Shang Qinghua called gleefully, "Oh, Ambassador! Were you looking to 
speak to Mobei-Jun? I wouldn't have thought that you'd met! You two don't run in the same 
circles, do you? No? You didn't wish to speak with him? Ah, my mistake!" 


A junior official scurried forward, bowed in front of them, belatedly noticed Mobei-Jun, and 
then the only thing to come out of their mouth was a squeak. One of Mobei-Jun's attendants 
graciously stepped forward to physically pick the junior official up and set them aside. 


"Don't let us waste any more of your time!" Shang Qinghua said as they walked by. "As I was 
saying, Mobei-Jun, I've written to your stewards about a great many of the techniques that we 
employ here..." 


It probably wasn't wise to potentially provoke anyone like this, but it was fun. A visiting 
young demon master strutted forward to speak to Mobei-Jun about not being able to find any 
decent entertainment in the Heavenly Valley, obviously trying to butter up the Northern King 
before launching into business. Shang Qinghua also recognized the popular technique of: "IfI 
pretend that the Lord Advisor doesn't exist, then I don't have to acknowledge that a human is 
higher-ranking than I am or that the Demon Emperor has forbidden me from maiming him 
over this." Shang Qinghua took great pleasure in therefore clearing his throat as loudly and 
obnoxiously as possible, several times. 


"Introductions are in order, I think!" he declared. "After all, this person must be very 
important to have approached the Northern King in such a friendly fashion! Mobei-Jun, who 
is this?" 


"I do not know," Mobei-Jun said drily. "If he is unknown to the Imperial Advisor as well, 
then his importance is suspect." 


Shang Qinghua couldn't help a quick, bubbling laugh at the other demon's dismayed 
expression. "Ah, I'm flattered by your high esteem!" He snapped his fingers, so that one of 
his assistants could jump forward and usher the interloper away. "See what this presumably 
very important person wants, will you? Unless Mobei-Jun wants to continue this 
conversation...?" 


"No," Mobei-Jun said, with ego-destroying flatness. 


Shang Qinghua's top ministers remained tight-lipped and cool under the pressure of a new 
presence... or else fumbled over themselves not to fall to pieces. Shang Qinghua admittedly 
wasn't helping. But it was important for the top levels of administration to stay on their toes 
too! 


"But I told the Northern King all about your project and he's so keen to hear all of the 
details," Shang Qinghua complained to them, unable to help a wide smile that was honestly 
making his cheeks hurt a little. "I thought that you had things to say to me that just couldn't 
wait! You sent me so many messages over the past few days! Please, everyone, we have to 
impress our illustrious guest, so I expect to hear nothing but good things today." 


"My expectations are exceedingly high," Mobei-Jun agreed flatly. Shang Qinghua caught the 
amused look in the ice demon's eye when one of the ministers actually swooned. 


They were never truly alone, not for longer than a few minutes within Shang Qinghua's office 
within the Ministry, so Shang Qinghua took mental notes on the things he was going to say to 
Mobei-Jun later. There were faces that Mobei-Jun would need to recognize. Also, he was 
curious about what observations Mobei-Jun was making about his little tyrannical 
dictatorship. It was a nice one, wasn't it? 


It was all going so well until it was time to leave. They were walking back along the Hall of 
the First Emperor, with Shang Qinghua sticking close to Mobei-Jun's side. They were 
shedding most of their entourage with the Inner Palace as their destination. 


Shang Qinghua was talking about the things he'd been told about the various plumbing 
systems in the northern kingdoms - quite good, apparently, with more than a few water 
demon clans up there. Oh, how this transmigrator dreamed of the potential for high-pressure 
showers and hot-tub jets occasionally! Ultimate power? Eh, whatever. Hot water spray? He 
sometimes felt ready to weep when he woke up from such a wonderful fantasy into cold, 
drippy reality again. 


Mobei-Jun was probably not fully listening to him ramble about cisterns and shit, which was 
fair enough, and also probably saved his life again. 


In the Demon Realm, there were so many people radiating dislike around him that it was 
sometimes difficult to gauge whether or not they were actually going to do something about 
it. But Shang Qinghua felt the sharp spike of resentful demonic energy just before Mobei- 
Jun's arm wrapped around him again. Mobei-Jun's cloak went around him like a shield, he 
was yanked up against the demon's side, and once again, his mind went shockingly blank. 


Had he been able to try and dodge? No chance of that now! Making full-body contact with 
another person was the shortcut to just shutting his thoughts down, apparently. It took him a 
few seconds just to restart his breathing, which didn't help very much. 


The unique mixture of strength and softness of another body was still overwhelming. He 
could feel the smooth and cool fabric of Mobei-Jun's clothing under one hand. He could feel 
the hairs of the fur-lined cloak against his cheek. The hardness of the arm awkwardly 
squishing his shoulders in. The smell of pine and leather and the soap that had been haunting 


Shang Qinghua's private bathroom and his dreams. He wanted to shove his face into Mobei- 
Jun's fucking armpit and stay here forever, maybe, chasing the beat of the ice demon's pulse. 


Instead, because that was fucking weird, he pulled his head back and cricked his neck up. In 
his other hand, Mobei-Jun was holding what was very clearly some kind of poison dart. 
Mobei-Jun had somehow managed to catch the gleaming projectile cleanly between two 
fingers of a hand that had been iced over like a form of armor. 


Shang Qinghua could hear the Heavenly Guards chasing someone. Yachi was barking. The 
sound of it was getting farther and farther as she went with them after their prey. 


"Oh, fuck me," Shang Qinghua said. 


Because firstly, hey, that had been kind of hot. He could totally pretend that Mobei-Jun 
sweeping him off his feet that first time hadn't featured in a few daydreams since then, but he 
would be lying his ass off about it, and now he had even more material with which to torment 
himself. He needed to invest in these memories for the lonely future. 


And secondly, this confirmed that someone really wanted him dead. Or all the humans in the 
Underground Palace dead. But probably him. Shang Qinghua's heart was pounding with the 
revelation. 


They couldn't have even waited a few days for him to lower his guard?! Rude! 


This new assassination attempt - Shang Qinghua had lost count of how many there had been 
by now, especially given that he'd probably missed some while obliviously party-planning - 
didn't change things all that much. It felt like it shouldn't have been possible to fall into a 
routine this way, but they managed it, and the success of their adaptability tasted bittersweet. 


The world didn't stop just because this transmigrated author's life had gone to shit. He was, 
despite everything, still only mortal. His life had already, honestly, been fucking weird. 


Shang Qinghua went to hide in the Inner Palace for a couple days again. The Heavenly Guard 
had chased the new assassin, but the acrobatic fellow had somehow managed to slip out into 
the city and lose them. A champion sprinter, this one! It was said that some demons had 
noses so sharp that they could follow a trail to the ends of the world, but those sayings didn't 
account for how difficult it was to track anything through a location as smelly as a city, 
especially when passing through the perfumed oils shops, spice stores, and take-out stalls of 
the markets of the Heavenly Valley. Yachi had been carried back to the Underground Palace 
with a splitting headache. 


As an extremely generous employer, apparently with a taste for vinegar, Shang Qinghua had 
ordered Teacher Yan to deliver some suggestions for human remedies to the imperial healer 
attending his assistant. As Shang Qinghua understood it, Yachi had been lectured for several 
hours on her ghastly state of living, had her pillows forcefully fluffed and her blankets 
roughly straightened, and been bullied into drinking bitter tea repeatedly, and she was over 
the moon about such a display of care. 


Luo Wenmin and the young demon prince blessed Shang Qinghua with some soup out of 
loving concern, during this latest bout of luxurious, mildly depressing imprisonment. There 
was definitely a large helping of pity on Luo Wenmin's part. Binghe hadn't been informed of 
this latest incident, and so, with happy obliviousness, crawled into Shang Qinghua's lap to 
demand all rightfully due compliments for his latest culinary efforts. The boy's current 
ambitions apparently leaned more seriously towards taking over the Inner Palace kitchens 
someday, with his grandmother's assistance, rather than his father's throne. 


And then it was back to work! Shang Qinghua couldn't discount the possibility that this was 
all being organized by someone to sneak some scheme through the Underground Ministry 
while he was distracted. Also, he really didn't want to just sit around having a scowling 
Mobei-Jun watch him slurp soup. Those awkward silences were the true killers. 


It was only a week later that he was forced to temporarily abandon his hard-built empire yet 
again, because someone tried to serve him poisoned tea again. (At least, he assumed that it 
was at least a second attempt... It could have been a higher number. He was trying not to 
think about it.) It was a little dull as far as assassination attempts went, honestly. 


They didn't make it anywhere near his desk before being stopped by the Heavenly Guard. It 
wasn't even a real assassin. The person holding the tray was some young, naive, and terrified 
Underground Palace servant - a real one, not some skinner demon in disguise or anything like 
that - who'd been told that they would be cast out onto the streets or thrown into the Endless 
Abyss for disobedience, unless they brought the Lord Advisor his special human drink 
immediately. 


They hadn't asked any questions! They didn't recall much about the demon who'd pushed 
them into this plot either, too busy hugging the floor and sobbing for forgiveness. The 
incident ended in Shang Qinghua calling for the Underground Palace's Head of Staff to come 
scrape the poor kid off the floor. 


"If I said that someone had written 'gullible' on the ceiling, would you look up?" Shang 
Qinghua said, a little disbelievingly. Once for the young demon servant to immediately look 
up towards the ceiling, causing one of the Heavenly Guards to hide a laugh behind a cough. 


The poisoned tea tactic was attempted twice more in the Underground Ministry, without 
anyone being able to offer any helpful identifying details, before the mysterious assassin 
apparently gave up on that method. Shang Qinghua had announced after the third attempt that 
the next person to try to bring him an unsolicited drink was actually going to be thrown into 
the Endless Abyss. He hadn't eaten any meals outside of the Inner Palace at all since he'd 
realized someone was seriously trying to kill him. 


And all the while, Mobei-Jun followed him like a shadow. A sexy, foul-tempered, incredibly 
deadly shadow, who still huffed at Shang Qinghua's jokes occasionally, but otherwise just 
nodded or hummed, or sometimes even just stared back with a flat expression, leaving the 
words to hang in the air between them like a rock, falling flat in a way that was unable to 
break the ice. The most notable incident being a pun about a fire demon eliciting no more 
than a blink. 


"I said: maybe he just couldn't take the heat," Shang Qinghua had repeated. 
"I heard," Mobei-Jun had replied. 


"Ah... right..." Shang Qinghua's internal organs had all seemed to shrivel in shame at that 
moment, but he remained convinced that he might have received another amused look on a 
different day. 


Mobei-Jun's willingness to perform expressions or reactions was low to begin with, and was 
even lower on bad days, which became more frequent as the days dragged on without an 
obvious ending in sight to this forced arrangement. There were only so many times that the 
ice demon could beat up Captain Qiang and the Heavenly Guard as part of "training" in a 
given week. 


And yet... even when glowering like a stormcloud in the sitting room of their now shared 
apartments, Mobei-Jun was civil. At worst, he was slightly curt in the morning before eating. 
After a long day with an assassination attempt no more exciting than a particularly venomous 
spider released into the hallway outside his Ministry office, immediately and easily crushed 
under Mobei-Jun's heel, Shang Qinghua had apologized again for all the trouble. And Mobei- 
Jun had heaved a great sigh, uncharacteristically expressive, and said, "It would be absurd to 
blame you for any of this ridiculous situation." 


Shang Qinghua had hardly been able to believe his ears! 


He really should have been delighted to not be hated. And he was delighted! Truly. He was 
throwing streamers and turning cartwheels in his mind from sheer delight at not being hated. 
Honestly. 


Mobei-Jun really seemed to respect the work that he did. He had called Shang Qinghua's 
handling of the Cloud Leopard Clan "well done" without any prompting. He had been 
genuinely appreciative (he'd actually said, "J am grateful,") of the special arrangements made 
for him to visit the Northern Desert for a few days for his own kingly business. He seemed to 
secretly enjoy helping Shang Qinghua mock various demon courtiers and warlords and 
ministers, such that it had become quite clear that if the ice demon did have a personal "if you 
could do anything you wanted, anything at all, no consequences, no price list, dream big as 
you like, ideal scenario" kill list, then Shang Qinghua was actually nowhere near the top of it. 
Mobei-Jun had apparently managed to put the past behind them. 


They were on the path to having a very decent working relationship. Which was fine! Before 
any of this had started, Shang Qinghua would have sacrificed a lot - an arm, a leg, someone 
else’s arm or leg - for the promise of a neutral relationship like this. For the joys of friendly 
acquaintanceship. He had been outrageously lucky in this life already, considering his humble 
beginnings. Repeated assassination attempts were nothing if not proof that his good fortune 
account was dangerously overdrawn and he needed to mind his finances. He needed to 
budget his expectations. 


And yet... 


Even after they had parted ways for the evening, and Shang Qinghua had said, "Well, I'll just 
get out of your way now!" he found himself staring at the door of his own bedroom 
frequently. He found himself hovering beside his own bedroom door, his fingers on the 
handle, telling himself to just go through or let go already. Sometimes, most damningly, he 
found himself going through the door, wandering over to his bookshelves, lingering in this 
shared room, trying not to stare at Mobei-Jun's bedroom door. 


"Ah, sorry, did I wake you, my king?" Shang Qinghua said, when Mobei-Jun opened up the 
door and leaned against the doorway. He held up a random book in self-defense. It was 
probably just going to end up in the teetering pile growing on his bedside table. "I was just 
looking for something to read." 


Wait, shit, had he just accidentally called Mobei-Jun his king?! Or had he only thought about 
it again? He'd mentally rehearsed his lines so many times that it was hard to keep track of 
these things. 


"Do you not do enough of that in a day?" Mobei-Jun asked drily. He didn't seem too irritated. 
His hair was down, he was wearing a simple, dark blue robe clearly intended for sleep, and 
he had rolled the sleeves up so that his forearms were bare. 


Shang Qinghua laughed and it didn't sound nearly natural enough. "It's hard to muster the 
courage to face the written word on some days," he admitted. He was always so tired. He was 
always so busy. "Some of those budget reports make me wish that I'd never learned to read. I 
could have been a farmer, you know." 


He'd never stood a chance in this life, though. He'd been born with an unnatural knack for 
reading, even before his memories of a past life had solidified instead of haunting him, to 
much confusion and distrust from his second set of shitty birth parents. Now, he was an 
advisor to an emperor! The only thing bigger than the stack of real literature that he was 
constantly intending to read was the stack of scribbled notes to which he was perpetually 
intending to return and hopefully to write more. 


Mobei-Jun stared at him in that intense way of his. The bags under his eyes were more 
pronounced in the late hour. He also needed to shave, Shang Qinghua noticed, and he was 
holding a comb loosely in one hand, the nails of which were freshly painted black. The smell 
of the nail paint was faint but lingered still. He must have been in the middle of some sort of 
routine. 


It occurred to Shang Qinghua, not at all for the first time, but for the first time that the words 
of the thought rang as clearly as a bell, that this person was not only his ideal man. Mobei- 
Jun was also just a man. This author didn't really know him at all. 


"...And yet you became a cultivator," Mobei-Jun said, "rather than a farmer." 


"Well, even being the world's worst cultivator is generally better than not being one," Shang 
Qinghua replied. "Honestly, it's a little terrifying being human in this world sometimes, 
especially in the heart of the Demon Realm." He bit his lip, immediately regretting this 
revelation, and his desperation to cover up the last sentence led to something even bolder: 
"Do you ever wish that you could have been something else? Besides the Northern King...?" 


Mobei-Jun blinked tiredly at him. 


"...I shouldn't be keeping you up this late," Shang Qinghua muttered. "We have a long day of 
someone maybe trying to kill me again tomorrow. Maybe. It's been a few days, hasn't it?" 


But the ice demon didn't take the excuse to move away, obviously putting thought to the 
question. "There has never been any value to such thoughts," Mobei-Jun said finally. "The 
throne of the northern kingdoms has always been my goal. To yearn for further power now 
would be foolish. To yearn for less power now would be a deathwish. And for what 
purpose?" 


"For what purpose?" Shang Qinghua repeated. "Ha ha, that's true. You can already do pretty 
much anything you want, and the Demon Emperor does actually like you. He does! You've 
always known where you were going, haven't you? And you got there! I admire that. I really 
do." 


"You have not always known your path?" 


"Did it ever seem like it? Ha ha, I didn't set out to be where I am now, though I'm not 
complaining. I don't wish that I had less power! I just think that picking tea leaves until my 
fingers are ready to fall off or something has a certain romantic appeal, because, you know, 
vegetables and other crops would probably attempt to commit less tax evasion than the local 
demon lords." 


Mobei-Jun snorted inelegantly. "It would be simpler to put them to the knife if they did." 


Shang Qinghua blinked, then burst out laughing. "That's so true! Ah, I should paint Under- 
Minister Xiulan's face on a radish and leave it on my desk for our next appointment, maybe 
with a knife stuck into the back of it as a warning, and... I could eat it afterwards, but I think 
I'd rather smash it to a pulp. It'll surely develop a sour personality upon being named." 


Mobei-Jun appeared amused by this idea. "A novel approach to mounting the heads of your 
enemies," he decided. "The smell would presumably be decidedly better." 


"I don't want to execute them and let them off the hook for paperwork! But ahhh... having 
achieved everything you wanted, there's nothing more for you?" Shang Qinghua asked, 
before he could stop himself. Once it was out... he didn't apologize for the question. He 
forced himself to meet Mobei-Jun's stare and waited. 


"...There is enough work." 
"Ha ha, too true." 
"Is that all, Lord Advisor?" 


"That's all! My apologies again for keeping you up, Mobei-Jun," Shang Qinghua said, his 
meager courage completely depleted, and scurried away with the book that he definitely 
wasn't going to be able to read tonight. Or maybe ever. 


In the safety of his bedroom, he threw himself onto his bed, with his face buried in the 
pillows, and sighed. He could hear his own pulse. He was still far too cowardly to ask 
directly whether or not Mobei-Jun secretly hated him, but with conversations like this, he was 
sure that he was at least being tolerated. With the character endings of Proud Immortal 
Demon Way, it was greedy to want anything more than toleration, like more laughter from the 
man in the other room. 


Two days later, there was another venomous spider in the hallway outside Shang Qinghua 
Underground Ministry office. Like the last one: it went straight for him, as fast as its little 
black legs could carry it, hungry for human blood, in the way of a creature that had definitely 


been a lazy plot device in Proud Immortal Demon Way, now literally coming back to bite 
him. 


Without a word, Mobei-Jun neatly stepped on this one too, crushing it beneath his icy heel, 
before Shang Qinghua even noticed it. Shang Qinghua of course thanked Mobei-Jun again 
for protecting him and, inwardly, told himself to be satisfied by only getting a distracted nod 
in return. 


"How heroic! I'll get one of my assistants to bring a cloth for your shoe again, my king." 


It was a relief to Shang Qinghua as much as to Mobei-Jun when the ice demon left the 
Underground Palace for a few days to attend negotiations with the allied White Sea Wind 
Clan. Shang Qinghua spent those days in the Inner Palace, keeping various members of the 
imperial family company, huddling under their own protections like he was squeezing under 
an umbrella. It was at least nice to slouch without worrying if Mobei-Jun was judging him for 
always putting his feet up. 


Su Xiyan made him spar with her, which wasn't exactly relaxing, but made him feel nostalgic 
and helped beat some of his nervous energy out of him. There were some members of the 
Heavenly Guard present, of course, but that was practically alone by their standards, 
especially these days. Captain Qiang and his well-trained warriors could lurk menacingly 
with the best of them, but could also lurk very quietly and respectfully upon request, on the 
outermost edges of the room. 


"One becomes used to the constant escort," Su Xiyan said, as she gestured for Shang Qinghua 
to return to a ready position. "But it does not follow that one always enjoys it." 


"Ha ha, the doting husband is doting on you too much?" As far as Shang Qinghua had heard, 
Su Xiyan had been correct in her predictions: Tianlang-Jun had taken the excuse to barely 
leave her side. "Where is our esteemed Emperor at the moment, anyway?" 


"Assisting his son in the kitchens again." 


"Oh? Begged his way back into Binghe's good graces after last time? Incredible. Too much 
smooth-talking really can get you everywhere." 


"I believe a very serious oath upon his ancestors had-" 

"Doesn't he hate his ancestors?" 

"-had to be sworn promising 'no teasing' this time," Su Xiyan said drily. "Yes, he does hate 
his ancestors, but it did sound as though he might keep it. Thankfully, Zhuzhi promised to 


assist Mother Luo in enforcing the matter. Now, do stop demurring, please, Lord Advisor." 


"Have mercy, please," Shang Qinghua said, as he relented and returned to the ready position 
as well. 


He put up a very decent fight, in his opinion, and had nothing to be ashamed about when Su 
Xiyan inevitably dumped him on his ass again. It wasn't that he was afraid to hit a girl, but he 
was wary of hitting the Demon Empress. Also, she'd gotten too good at blocking all his dirty 
tricks. 


"Ahhh ha ha ha, ow. My empress, maybe we should just let you loose on these assassins... 
You can go hunt them down yourself..." 


Su Xiyan hummed consideringly and offered him a hand. "It would be unwise, but... I would 
not mind the opportunity for travel," she said frankly. "Nor would, I think, my restless 
husband." 


"Ow, ow, ow, thanks. What, those occasional imperial tours aren't doing it for you and your 
husband?" 


"Shockingly, no." 
"Ha ha, I am shocked." 


"There is... a certain pleasure to the anonymity of being human among a crowd of humans," 
Su Xiyan said. "Time wears down the memories of the hard beds and biting insects and hot 
days on the road that came from my youthful adventures." 


"Eh, kind of. I really don't miss being a donkey for An Ding Peak." 
"Indeed, but to travel freely? Under your own power?" 
"That sounds nice." 


Su Xiyan put her sword aside and stretched, gesturing for Shang Qinghua to copy her 
cooldown. "My husband has suggested that we take a holiday to the Human Realm, where we 
might play a pair of rogue cultivators, married sweethearts, perhaps with our young son along 
for the journey. Utterly ridiculous. I must confess the appeal of it becomes unreasonably 
greater by the day." 


"You know, when things are a little better, we could probably make some arrangements..." 


"Zhuzhi is almost physically incapable of not following my husband around and so cannot be 
left to rule in our stead," Su Xiyan interrupted. "And you, our treasured advisor, unfortunately 
do not possess the martial strength to stand in as Demon Emperor without support." 


"Ah, that's... true." 
"I do not know if I even do." 
"I'm sure they'd fall in line after you vivisected the first one," Shang Qinghua promised 


loyally. "But I see your point! Maybe when things are more established... or maybe a short 
trip just to start with..." 


"Or maybe with the assistance of a powerful ally? Such as Mobei-Jun?" Su Xiyan suggested 
slyly. 


"Maybe not," Shang Qinghua said reflexively. 


Su Xiyan laughed. "Little rats informed me that you and our Northern King were getting on 
quite well recently, far better than some might have expected, in fact. Unless... things are not 
as they seem? And different, untoward actions are taking place behind closed doors?" 


"Why are you so good at making it sound like you're threatening him?" Shang Qinghua 
grumbled. "Your husband is too good at making it sound like it's inappropriate one way, 
you're too good at making it sound inappropriate another way, where's the sly undertone that 
implies that nothing is happening? Nothing at all! Because it's all very boring, actually!" 


"Hm, should something be happening?" 


"Boring is good!" he protested. "What's wrong with boring? He doesn't hate me after all. 
That's about as good as it gets for my situation, honestly. I'm so happy to not be hated." 


"Congratulations," Su Xiyan agreed mildly. 

And then she waited. 

Shang Qinghua hated it when she did that. 

"I'm delighted," he insisted. "Ecstatic." 

"I'm very glad for you." 

" Thrilled to pieces." 

"How wonderful," Su Xiyan said pleasantly. 

And then she just kept standing there, staring at him, waiting patiently. 
There was a dam in Shang Qinghua that was as weak as paper, apparently. 


"...Do you think it's possible for someone like him to... like someone like me?" He hated how 
small his voice sounded. "I'm very happy with how my life is at the moment, though, there's 
no room for complaint! I honestly enjoy not being hated, of course." 


Su Xiyan nodded. "Of course." 

"But I've been thinking that... I might enjoy it even more if we could be... friends." 
"It is nice to have good company." 

"But we don't have anything in common, so it's a stupid thought." 


"There are many friends in the world who do not share obvious similarities." 


"Preferably without your husband having to force it." 


Shang Qinghua wanted Mobei-Jun to want to be here. Which was a ridiculous request in the 
middle of such a shitty situation, probably a result of how spoiled he'd become by the 
imperial life. 


"Then someone else may have to take the matter into their own hands," Su Xiyan said. 
"Perhaps you might take charge of your affairs, Lord Advisor." 


"Ha ha, that would.... make sense." 


"Unless you wish for me to become involved personally, perhaps? It is no trouble at all for 
the Demon Empress to order the Northern King to be more companionable, more amicable." 


"Oh, no." 


"Perhaps I should also order him to smile more as well. It would be more pleasing to the 
eye," Su Xiyan declared. She finished with a winning smile that was undoubtedly capable of 
stunning people at thirty paces, even while sweaty and with her hair coming undone, and 
such beauty must have charmed immortal masters and broken disciples' hearts at every 
cultivation conference. 


Even though it was definitely fake. 


Shang Qinghua laughed, because her sense of humor truly was just as bad as her husband's, 
and nearly choked on his own spit. "Please don't! Please, please don't do that! Have mercy, 
my lady!" 


"Then, at your request, I leave the matter in your own capable hands." 


"Thank you, thank you, gracious and wise and beautiful empress! But I was... thinking that, 
in the spirit of friendship, you might be willing to bless this lowly advisor with a little... 
advice of your own? After all, when it comes to charming demon lords, no one is your 
equal!" 


Su Xiyan was smiling more genuinely now. "And do you wish to charm him?" 


"Well, I wouldn't mind a few tips..." Shang Qinghua muttered, glad that the Heavenly Guards 
were giving them a lot of space... and even more relieved when Su Xiyan signaled for them 
to leave the room. They obeyed immediately, of course. "How did you originally approach 
the Demon Emperor? I don't think either of you ever told me that part in detail" 


"Qinghua, I intended to kill him," she said amusedly. 


"Ha ha, I know that part! Your husband tends to mention that part with a very lovestruck look 
on his face, actually. Which is a valid technique! A classic method, truly! But, ah, not 
something I think is really my style... You must have had more casual conversations with 
him." 


"I was insinuating myself into his good graces, yes." 


"That sounds good! Any tips for that?" 


"None that our clever Lord Advisor would not already know, I think, but sometimes common 
sense bears repeating: I did not seduce the Demon Emperor in a day, you know." 


"I know. I know." 


"We met many times. We spoke of many things. We... indulged in the flirtation of a more 
youthful romance... poetry, songs, little favors, little tricks... the playful nonsense which we 
both thought ourselves too clever to genuinely become ensnared by." Su Xiyan's expression 
turned distant, looking off into memories. "It was a game... until it wasn't..." 


"...When did it become... not a game?" 


"I am not certain. I do not think either of us would have allowed ourselves to participate in 
such behavior without... the comfort of ulterior motives and playing pretend. I wanted to 
become the Master of Huan Hua Palace Sect. I was going to change the cultivation world. I 
was prepared to bring the Demon Realm to its knees.” 


"Well, you definitely managed that last one," Shang Qinghua said weakly. "Well done." 


Su Xiyan smiled again, briefly. "So, of course, I didn't want anything as silly as romance 
then. After all..." Her face twisted into a sneer and real venom entered her voice. "Only 
stupid little girls wanted something as petty and untrustworthy as to love and be loved." 


Me AB." 


If she'd said it any other way - jokingly, wisely - then Shang Qinghua might have laughingly 
agreed with her. Love! What a vague and unhappy concept! But, allegedly, it happened to 
some people! 


But the sheer loathing in the statement shocked him. There was a political element to 
Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan's marriage, for sure - that was undeniable, with their respective 
backgrounds as a heavenly demon and the former head disciple of Huan Hua Palace. The 
near-death experiences and unexpected baby on the way had definitely rushed things along 
for them. But he'd still been under the impression that there was actually something really 
good there between them. The idea that there might not be any love at all... it felt like his 
heart was dropping to his stomach. 


But then Su Xiyan took a deep breath and sighed, all her anger suddenly washed away. "I will 
not tell you what happened to naive little girls in Huan Hua Palace, especially pretty ones." 


"Ah," Shang Qinghua said, understanding completely. 


"I told myself that I would not be one of them. But refusing myself not only love, but even 
the desire for love, did not save me. It did not spare me betrayal... or heartbreak... or from 
suffering the consequences of my hubris.” Su Xiyan looked at him directly again, her 
expression now almost droll. "If anything, my determination perhaps only spared me comfort 
and company." 


Shang Qinghua nodded, though his pulse was still a little quick. He saw her point! He 
understood where she was going with this! He didn't think it had been necessarily to make 
him feel, for a few seconds there, like he was on the edge of reliving his parents' divorce from 
a past life, though. Holy shit. 


"I could not bring myself to go to my lover when I had the chance. Likewise, he could not 
bring himself to come to me until he nearly walked into a trap that might have been the death 
of him. And we might have destroyed ourselves through our own pride... if not for you," Su 
Xiyan said fondly. 


Shang Qinghua repressed a shiver. There had been a moment, a long time ago, when he really 
hadn't been certain that Tianlang-Jun would believe anything that he said. It still seemed like 
a miracle that everything had worked out in the end. "Well, you're welcome. I... I had to do 
something!" 


Su Xiyan only looked amused. "No, you didn't." 
"Ha ha, that's... ah... yeah..." 


"You defied the cultivation world and threw away the position of peak lord on a gamble," Su 
Xiyan said, summarizing many conversations had over the years. Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan 
had both been really fucking suspicious when he'd shown up and for a long while afterwards. 
"And it has paid off, hasn't it? You're one of the most important men in the Demon Realm. 
Influential. Wealthy. Respected." 


"Well, two out of three." 


Su Xiyan ignored him, continuing in a drawl. "What more could a man possibly want? What 
more could a Demon Emperor or Empress want?" Her look was as knowing as a knife. "Only 
the person in question can answer that. And in this case... it appears to be the friendship of a 
certain demon lord." 


Shang Qinghua stayed very still under that knowing look. 


"It is good to have figured out what you want to achieve from this trying time. Perhaps now 
you should merely ask yourself what you are willing to trade in order to have it?" 


"...I don't think that his friendship is buyable..." 


"Do not be purposefully obtuse, Qinghua. What stands in your way and what personal 
sacrifices are you willing to make? Some of your time? Some of your thoughts? Some of 
your secrets? Some of your pride, perhaps, if you are bold enough to simply inform him of 
what you want despite all that you have?" 


Shang Qinghua actually flinched at this last prospect. There were worse things that he could 
do, but approaching Mobei-Jun and saying, "Would you like to be friends?" was too pathetic 
even for him. It couldn't be that easy! He'd get laughed at, for sure! Although... Mobei-Jun 
didn't seem too fond of manipulation, so a direct approach might have its benefits... 


"That's... something to think about," he managed finally. He'd forgotten just how ruthless Su 
Xiyan could be. He felt gutted. He also felt like room had been made for a wild burst of 
courage and inspiration. He was simultaneously, unwillingly, forming plans for how to avoid 
his own fucking bodyguard. "It's all give and take in this world, ha ha, although maybe I'll 
just... settle in for a long campaign of likeability for now. You're right that empires aren't 
built in a day!" 


Su Xiyan laughed lightly. "Did I say that? I believe I phrased it differently..." 
"I'm probably just being impatient!" 


"Good things come to those who are patient," Su Xiyan agreed, pleasantly, pleased with 
herself, as she at long last moved away to get on with the rest of their day. Her walk was 
confident and yet sedate. "But not, Qinghua, in my own experience, to those who wait." 


"That doesn't make sense- ah. Ah.” 
"Good luck with taking for yourself all the things that you want, my friend." 


"Ha ha, thanks. I'm... I'm going to need it." 


Chapter End Notes 
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- Mobei-Jun and Shang Qinghua's late night conversation by Nooterino (also on Twitter) 


Everyone go say thank you to Noot for the lovely art again! I really like the glow of it. 
Couple who are mean to their minions together, stay together! 


A Shang Qinghua, Tianlang-Jun, and Su Xiyan genuine friendship is great fun to write, 
especially because it sometimes kind of goes like this: 

Tianlang-Jun: "Ha ha, so... incredibly funny thought... Do you ever get the feeling that 
the mask of your smile and your honest feelings have become inseparable? And you 
aren't certain where the performance ends anymore? Or if there's anything besides the 
performance? Ha ha, just kidding... unless...?" 

Su Xiyan: "Occasionally, I feel this way, yes." 

Shang Qinghua: "Oh, shit, are we TALKING about this? I thought we were ignoring it 
forever." 


I do think Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan love each other, I just think they're both... a little 
fucked up, as people are. One of my favorite things about them is that they're both jaded 
manipulators who knew the tropes and were playing games, and then got bodied by love 
anyway, and it's interesting to think about how exactly they might have tried to create a 
sincere relationship if they had survived. 


Playing New Games 


Chapter Notes 


Warning for a lot of insects and other creepy-crawlies mentioned in this chapter and the 
next. 


This chapter was originally about 11,200 words long, but that felt a little too long while I 
was editing it. So, I've chopped this chapter into two halves, though you're still getting 
both of them today. This first chapter is now about 5,600 words long. 


Enjoy! VY Y 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Mobei-Jun returned from the northern kingdoms the next day with little fanfare. In one 
moment, he was presumably on the other side of the continent, and in the next moment, he 
was standing in the doorway of Shang Qinghua's new office in the Inner Palace. 
Embarrassingly, one of the Heavenly Guards had to clear their throat to get Shang Qinghua to 
look up. 


"Ah! Mobei-Jun, you've returned!" Shang Qinghua immediately pushed his work to the side 
and nearly off the desk completely. Something clattered against the floor. Wow, he truly had a 
gift for fucking up new impressions immediately, didn't he? Whatever. "How were the 
negotiations with the White Sea Wind Clan? Did you come to a happy compromise? By 
which, ha ha, I presume that the other side happily did all of the compromising." 


Mobei-Jun smirked briefly as he entered the room, before he said wryly, "They are long- 
standing allies. There was little to negotiate, as the proper respects were all paid." He inclined 
his head as he said this last bit. "The Lord Advisor's sacrifices are... much appreciated." 


"Oh, it was no trouble to make the arrangements," Shang Qinghua lied immediately. "I've 
been having a few quiet days here in the Inner Palace without you. I've actually been able to 
hear myself think for once... I don't think I like the experience." 


Mobei-Jun huffed. "There were no incidents?" 
"No, no, nothing at all. Well, nothing that I noticed." 


Mobei-Jun turned towards one of the lingering Heavenly Guards, who immediately bowed 
respectfully and said, "Captain Qiang has a full report prepared for your convenience." 


"I will speak with him later," Mobei-Jun said, dismissing them from the room. He was 
becoming pretty close with some of the people in the Inner Palace, huh? Things seemed a lot 
simpler for demons. Lifelong friendships could apparently be built, in some cases, by beating 
the shit out of each other. 


"I didn't just stick my head in the sand and let any lingering assassins take their shot," Shang 
Qinghua protested. "I've just... been busy. I've been good! I've been staying put!" 


Mobei-Jun gave him another amused look. "Good," he agreed, and - oh no - that single, 
rumbling word had a hot, vise-like grip on all of this poor author's most vital organs all of a 
sudden. 


Shang Qinghua's actual grip on his desk was hurting his own fingers, so he let go, clearing 
his throat, and said nonchalantly, "After all, I had a powerful incentive to behave myself... 
since I like being alive and all that. But it's good to have you back! I think my ministers are 
starting to gain a little sense of freedom and we can't possibly have that... and I... Well, I 
haven't had anyone to really appreciate my rude remarks about Prince Bai, which is a real 
tragedy, honestly." 


"Much like the Western Prince himself," Mobei-Jun agreed. 


Shang Qinghua was startled into laughing, as he got to his feet, shaking off his hands and 
dusting off his clothes. "Ah, my king, what a mean thing to say! You know, it's incredible 
how quickly a person becomes accustomed to a little company and misses it when it's gone." 


Mobei-Jun tilted his head slightly, his expression curious, the obvious good humor slowly 
fading. "Indeed," he said. 


It was difficult to describe the way that Shang Qinghua had missed Mobei-Jun. With the man 
gone, he'd managed to relax and get some additional work done. He'd even forced himself to 
stop and read a book that was supposedly a work of classic literature in this world - and had 
found it a little dull, honestly. He hadn't been /onely. It wasn't as if they were friends, after all, 
merely friendly. 


And yet he felt pulled forwards, around the desk, to meet Mobei-Jun properly. "I'm glad that 
you're back," he said simply, professionally, and... unable to keep from smiling. 


"Itis good to see that the Underground Palace has not collapsed in my absence," Mobei-Jun 
replied. 


"I think I would have at least noticed that. Well, one of my assistants would have definitely 
told me after the fact, at least. But enough about me! I'm always talking too much. I realized 
recently just how little I know about you, so I do want to hear more about these negotiations 
and even more about the northern kingdoms, if... if the Northern King is willing to oblige...?" 


"...There is little of import to say about the negotiations." 


"I suspected as much, but the information doesn't need to be politically relevant, I get enough 
of that. Didn't you say before that maps aren't everything? Are you personally close to the 


White Sea Wind Clan?" Shang Qinghua tried. "How was the food? How was the weather?" 


How lowly he'd fallen to be making small talk about the weather, so it felt! How boring! 
Mobei-Jun's expression remained thoughtful at first, like he was weighing the words, looking 
for some ulterior motive, before he finally relented. 


"There was a storm that lasted for most of the first day, which put the wind demons in a good 
temper. They were already pleased by the fall of the Storm Sea Clan's fickle lord." 


"Who isn't? Besides the Storm Sea Clan, of course, ha ha. Anyway, please continue! I'm not 
interrupting!" 


Mobei-Jun snorted, but soon looked thoughtful again. "The children there, those belonging to 
the Windlord and... others, made... games of using wind and other tricks to steal whatever 
they could from any passing adult and throw it out to sea." 


"Ha! You know, I wish some of the courtiers around here would just settle for knocking each 
other's hats off. Some of them do look like target practice..." 


"It nearly ended in a duel," Mobei-Jun said dryly. 


"Ah, well... nearly is pretty good? Getting into a fight with young children isn't a good look, 
but maybe that's just my opinion, since there's a higher than average chance in the Demon 
Realm that I'd lose. I take it that you performed the politically ingenious move of restraining 
your cousin?" 


"One might say that." Unexpectedly, Mobei-Jun didn't leave it at that, but then added with 
further dry humor: "Herding the cousins of the clan is, I have learned since my ascension, one 
of the foremost duties of the Lord of the Northern Desert. It is not celebrated as keenly as the 
conquests." 


Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky had written in a few beautiful ice demonesses for the 
protagonist to melt, certainly, and Mobei-Jun's family had provided many schemes and plots 
in the absence of Luo Binghe's own family. But those storylines had all been disrupted or 
adjusted now, especially by Mobei-Jun's late father's incredibly unwise decision to attack Su 
Xiyan, and this author had never really written Mobei-Jun's opinions on any of it anyway. 
Mobei-Jun was the kind of character who was too cool to be caught caring about anything. 
After getting his violent revenge, he shrugged off coup attempts. 


"Ha ha, that sounds like the voice of a bunch of tiring experiences talking," Shang Qinghua 
said. He found himself smiling even wider than before for no good reason. "You know, why 
don't we find somewhere to sit down? One of the courtyards, maybe? The apartments?" 


"I do not wish to interrupt your work." 


"It's fine! It can wait; I'm more interested in hearing about these very important events. This 
is basically what I do all day and I could use some fresh ideas on how to manage the 
melodrama! Have you ever heard it said that there are some rules that get written because 
they're common sense and other rules that get written because something happened?" 


"No, but I am familiar with the concept," Mobei-Jun said grimly, and accompanied him back 
to the Lord Advisor's Apartments to talk about some of the dumb shit that his family had 
done. 


The harmless stuff, at least. There was no mention whatsoever of any kind of treasonous 
behavior, thankfully, for obvious reasons. If anyone in the Northern Desert Clan was still 
holding a grudge against the Underground Palace (and someone had to be, with the number 
of very important people that Tianlang-Jun had killed), then Mobei-Jun probably wanted to 
handle that himself, rather than invite the Demon Emperor back to do whatever he wanted 
again. 


The conversation lasted for far longer than Shang Qinghua would have expected, into the 
evening meal, where they lingered at the dining table for longer than ever before, as it 
inevitably approached the hour for sleep. Shang Qinghua never returned that night for any of 
the work he'd set aside and couldn't bring himself to regret it in the slightest. He would still 
be the Imperial Advisor tomorrow. 


"You have no one but yourself to blame for its undone state," Mobei-Jun said amusedly, 
visibly relaxed after several glasses of wine. He yawned. "I shall not hear the complaints." 


Shang Qinghua laughed. "I'm sure that I'll find something else to complain about soon 
enough!" 


"There is always something," Mobei-Jun agreed. 


After venomous spiders had failed to work multiple times now, the would-be assassin 
apparently decided to upgrade to poisonous frogs. It was possibly a different assassin. Or 
maybe the client had decided that, since the spiders had failed to work, a bigger animal would 
automatically be better. 


Shang Qinghua didn't even get near his office that day. He stood at the entranceway to that 
floor of the Underground Ministry that morning and, blinking disbelievingly, watched his 
officials trying and failing to catch hundreds of bright blue frogs, none larger than half a 
finger in length, into whatever containers were readily available. If not for all recent prior 
events, and if not for the fact that the Demon Emperor was the only person with the guts to 
pull something like this here, Shang Qinghua would have assumed that this was a prank 
rather than an assassination attempt. 


"...I think I'm offended," he said absently to Mobei-Jun, who was standing beside him, also 
watching the chaos. Two Heavenly Guards were behind them, leaning for a better look. 


"Mm," Mobei-Jun said. 


"Am I not good enough for good assassins?" Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky asked no 
one in particular. Maybe the absent Transmigration System could still hear him. He could 
admit now that some of the plot devices he'd invented had been kind of stupid, but that didn't 
mean that anyone actually had to try and make use of them like this. "Maybe this is just a 
really elaborate complaint..." 


"Lord Advisor, please leave at once! These creatures are poisonous!" Lu Qiufang, his plant 
demon assistant, was having the most luck catching frogs. One of their arms had been 
transformed into a writhing mass of sticky tentacle-like tendrils, with a few dozen of the 
unfortunate creatures now stuck to them. It looked horrifying. "Please run! Protect your own 
life!" 


"Aha, right. Sure." 


The methods of assassination didn't seem to have a good way of identifying their target this 
time. It was a good thing that plant demons were some of the most poison-resistant creatures 
on the planet and that demons were, in general, quite poison-resistant to begin with. 


The officials who weren't playing pest control appeared to be standing on their desks or 
climbing the walls. One junior official appeared to be clinging to the ceiling. A stodgy senior 
official was fearfully sitting on the shoulders of another elderly senior official, and they were 
wielding their writing instruments like some four-armed war god against the invasion, though 
an uncoordinated one. Shang Qinghua watched in fascination as a frog landed on the nose of 
one of his ministers and the nearest under-minister promptly shrieked and smacked the 
minister in the face with a heavy lawbook. 


"Lord Advisor, please!" Lu Qiufang wailed. "Look out!" 


Shang Qinghua looked down just in time to see Mobei-Jun freeze a frog that had hopped too 
close to his shoe, encasing the small creature in a block of ice. Huh. There was probably 
enough poison in any one of these things to stop an ordinary human's heart, just based purely 
on his own poor luck. 


"Yeah, I should- ahh!" 


Mobei-Jun had decided to take matters into his own hands, literally. In a single smooth move, 
he bent down and hefted Shang Qinghua over his shoulder, walking back out of the 
Underground Ministry. 


Shang Qinghua's mind went unhelpfully blank again as he wheezed. He could feel every 
footstep and shift of Mobei-Jun's shoulder; he could feel Mobei-Jun's hair against his face... 
and it smelled sooooo nice. He desperately shook his head and tried to push himself up off 
Mobei-Jun's broad back, only to feel back muscles shifting under his hands, which was in 
some ways worse. 


"What...? I was leaving! I was going to leave!" 


"Close the doors," Mobei-Jun snapped at one of the Heavenly Guards. "Make yourselves 
useful." 


Shang Qinghua twisted his head and saw that Guard Shuai had been staring with his jaw 
hanging open, but the young demon quickly rushed to keep any more frogs from escaping. 
He and Guard Wen followed, still wearing shocked, uncertain expressions. No one had ever 
dared to just pick up the Demon Emperor's advisor and walk off with him before. 


"I was leaving!" Shang Qinghua protested again. 
"Not fast enough." 


"I- fine! But you can put me down now, right? I can walk. It's not like I'm going to try to go 
back there!" 


"There might yet be some of the creatures about." 
"I can fly?" 


Mobei-Jun hummed shortly, unconvinced, unwilling to be convinced. Shang Qinghua was 
still having trouble pushing thoughts through and couldn't come up with eloquent 
counterarguments when dangling awkwardly off of someone's shoulder, especially when 
Tianlang-Jun had been so clear about Mobei-Jun's life also potentially being on the line. 


Shang Qinghua slumped back down in defeat and sighed, an odd experience in this position. 
"Please take the less popular corridors so fewer people see this." 


Mobei-Jun hummed again, but this time it sounded distinctly amused, and - oh, fuck - Shang 
Qinghua could feel the sound through his own body. Fuck, fuck, fuck! Dignity? What 
dignity? Maybe this wasn't actually a campaign to kill him, but a clever scheme to slowly 
destroy what few scraps of dignity he possessed. His face felt like it was burning. 


"What if an ambush awaits us there? What if that is the next stage in this clever plot?" 
Mobei-Jun returned dryly, though he did apparently turn to take a less public route. The 
Heavenly Guards obediently following them valiantly made ready for such a possibility. 


"...I'm going to pretend to be unconscious now," Shang Qinghua said miserably. "If we get 
ambushed by assassins, let them think that they got me." 


"As you wish, Lord Advisor." 


It wasn't fair for his mind to treat asking Mobei-Jun to spend additional time with him as a 
matter of life-or-death. He had actual matters of life-or-death to panic over! But instead of 
making a big deal over unknown enemies trying very intently yet incompetently to see him 
dead, his mind was pushing flight-or-fight responses over choking out the words: "Hey, bro, 
do you want to play a game of something after dinner? No worries if you're totally sick of the 
sight of me by the end of the day! Ha ha, I am too! Feel free to say no, even though you're 
kind of forced to be here. It's not like there are any crippling issues of boredom and loneliness 
here to make you feel guilty about saying no." 


He did not say this, of course! He made his super casual request with far greater chill and 
dignity than this. He blurted out: "Hey, do you want to hang out?" 


" ..What?" Mobei-Jun said. 


And then, now that he'd flung himself off the cliff and fully committed himself, Shang 
Qinghua explained: "Are you interested in playing a game of something this evening? 


Strategy? Cards? Tiles? Dice? The imperial family has a broad collection of such things for 
consisting of so many overly competitive sore losers and some of those boards are just 
gathering dust, so-" 


"Fine," Mobei-Jun said. 

Shang Qinghua blinked at him. "R-really?" 

"Not if you ask again." 

"What-? Aha, I get it! I'll have the servants fetch something right away!" 


This definitely wasn't what Su Xiyan had meant when she said that she and Tianlang-Jun had 
played games with each other, but Shang Qinghua didn't have the balls for those kinds of 
sports, so this was the first thing that had come to mind. Sitting across a weiqi board (Demon 
Realm rules, which were a little different to the Human Realm version of the game) from a 
frowning, unenthusiastic-looking Mobei-Jun, he tried to imagine a less sexy seduction 
method than this and failed miserably. 


The thought interfering most with his attempts at imagination was the knowledge that this 
probably would have worked for Su Xiyan. Some people had femme fatale halos and other 
people were shit out of luck. Although, admittedly, Tianlang-Jun apparently thought that 
everything that his wife did was unbearably sexy, including reading tax reports and ordering 
laundry to be done, and he wasn't shy about saying so. He wasn't shy in making impromptu 
poetry and songs about it either, though that was possibly also because he enjoyed tormenting 
people with his creativity and forcing them to offer critique. 


"I might be out of practice," Shang Qinghua said, laying down his first piece. "I, ha ha, 
learned most of the games that I know so that I could win money off of my fellow disciples - 
and also make myself look better to the peak lord I ended up ditching for the Demon Realm, 
ha ha. Anyway! How about you?" 


"My uncle taught me this game." 

"Oh, shit," Shang Qinghua said aloud, without meaning to. 

Mobei-Jun had laid his first piece down and stared back at him without much expression. 
"It's just that... we've heard, even this far south, of certain family troubles..." 

"Indeed." 

Shang Qinghua stared helplessly. 

"It's your turn," Mobei-Jun said flatly. 


"Right! Right!" Shang Qinghua hastily countered. "...Er, when did your uncle teach you this 
game?" 


Mobei-Jun lay down his next piece immediately, and several more turns passed before he 
spoke. "The first lesson happened when I was quite young. The following lessons happened 
across the years, infrequently, when he had occasion to speak with me or be seen speaking 
with me." 


"Ah." Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky hadn't written this either. 
"He enjoyed demonstrating his wisdom." 

"Ah," Shang Qinghua said again, understanding. "He won a lot, huh?" 
"Yes." 


"That makes sense. Linguang-Jun wasn't exactly known for going easy on children," Shang 
Qinghua muttered, distracted somewhat by the ongoing game. 


"No," Mobei-Jun agreed, giving him a sharp look. Thankfully, he didn't appear honestly 
offended. "I studied the game, practicing in between his lessons, and he soon taught me that 
the consequences of beating him on such a playing field..." Mobei-Jun gestured to the board 
almost lazily, showing off his painted nails again. "...were not worth the victory." 


Shang Qinghua paused again to stare, parsing those words. "Sore loser?" 
Mobei-Jun made a motion like a shrug. "Yes. He also did not enjoy being seen to lose." 


"Aha, I know the type," Shang Qinghua said, resuming play. "Maybe not to the same degree, 
but... ah... lots of jealousy and envy among the disciples of Cang Qiong... and every other 
cultivation sect. The king of some little hill beaten by someone lower than them? Never 
acceptable! Even if it's just luck-based gambling. Strategic losses can be very important to 
avoiding getting the sh- ahem, retaliation." 


Mobei-Jun paused, apparently to parse this as well. "Yes," he said finally. "They were." 
"I bet if felt fucking amazing in the moment, though." 
Mobei-Jun huffed, then admitted with an unmistakably smug tone, "It did." 


They didn't say much for the next little while, as Shang Qinghua mind whirled with 
possibilities regarding this real person's relationship with his incredibly shitty uncle, and 
whether or not it was appropriate to ask, as the Imperial Advisor, how Mobei-Jun had felt 
about Tianlang-Jun killing his uncle. Good? Bad? Coldly indifferent? Everything at once? 


If Linguang-Jun had still been alive, Shang Qinghua might have asked whether or not Mobei- 
Jun wanted Linguang-Jun killed. Would that be hypocritical of him when he was in the 
middle of some great assassination plot? Possibly multiple assassination plots? Maybe! But 
he didn't really care! What was power for if not going a little mad with it? Linguang-Jun 
would have had a lot of bullshit to answer for if he hadn't gotten caught up in Tianlang-Jun 
going a little mad with power. 


"We, ah, we don't have to play such games, my king, if there are bad memories attached to-' 


"No." 

"I just don't want you to feel-" 

"Are you making such statements because you're losing?" 

"...What?" Shang Qinghua blinked down at the weiqi board. "I'm... oh.” 


He was losing. He was, now that he was paying attention enough to think ahead instead of 
thinking about a million different things, being driven into a corner and was about to start 
losing very badly. 


"Shit," he said, stunned. 


Mobei-Jun smirked. The expression looked so good on him that Shang Qinghua thought he 
could feel another piece of his already limited mind fall unhelpfully offline. He'd never 
considered himself an expert at any board game, but he'd thought that he was a little better 
than this...? 


"...How do you feel about cheating?" Shang Qinghua asked plaintively. "Because this is 
where I think I have to admit that I mostly played gambling games and I cheated at all of 
them." 


Mobei-Jun seemed bemused. "Are you asking my permission to cheat?" 


"...No? I'm just... coming to terms with the fact that I've been outmatched with grace and 
dignity. Shit." Shang Qinghua laid down another piece, trying to plan a desperate 
counterattack. "Do you play a lot of strategy games these days? Hey, you never really 
answered my questions about that earlier! It's true what they say about the Northern King's 
stealthy abilities... Fuck..." 


Mobei-Jun snorted in amusement. "I play only occasionally these days, when duties permit." 
"And when does that ever happen? Ha ha." 


"Indeed. Most often, games are played against elderly family members or against my palace 
stewards. Occasionally, against my unwilling cousins. Sometimes, a visiting demon lord will 
seek a match, if they notice the game, though they will rarely seek out a second." 


Shang Qinghua laughed. "You kick their asses that badly, huh?" 


Mobei-Jun only smirked again, and proceeded to kick Shang Qinghua's ass very badly. It was 
more than a little humbling. Shang Qinghua's last opponent had probably been Binghe and 
he'd only put up enough of an effort to keep the little demon prince from throwing out 
accusations about being allowed to win. Any earlier thoughts about potentially allowing 
Mobei-Jun to win sounded utterly stupid now. 


"I think I need to brush up on my weidi strategy," Shang Qinghua mumbled, staring down at 
the board with his face in his hands. "I don't know if I have any room left in my head for 
that..." 


"The Lord Advisor already has much to manage," Mobei-Jun said, with a tone of 
condescending generosity. He was practically radiating smugness now. It really was such a 
good look on him that it did soothe the unavoidable sting of such an embarrassing loss. A 
little. Not completely. 


"Maybe you should be the advisor to the Demon Emperor instead. Maybe I should just retire 
while I'm ahead and still have my head. Do you want my job?" The question came out 
sharper than intended. 


" No " 


Shang Qinghua took a deep breath and hastily sat up again. "Ah, I'm being a sore loser. I told 
you that the imperial family was full of them, didn't I? Congratulations! That was fun, wasn't 
it? We should play again sometime! Or something else? It's not like either of us can do much 
else until someone dies." 


"Hm," Mobei-Jun replied, noncommittal. 


"Do you want to play again? Or shall we part ways for the night? After all, we have a long 
and exciting day tomorrow of probably not being able to leave the Inner Palace tomorrow..." 
Shang Qinghua began collecting the pieces for either option. 


"Games such as these have a limited number of possibilities." 
"Huh? Ah, sorry, what was that?" Shang Qinghua didn't know if that was a refusal or not. 


Mobei-Jun's expression was a little strange. "There are rules," he said, in the tone of an 
explanation. "There are many possibilities within these strict rules, but the limits of 
engagement are clear. The most common patterns can easily be memorized." 


"That's... true. I'll remember that-" 


"It was simpler to defeat my uncle on a playing field such as this one than any other field of 
battle, where the lack of such official rules could always be twisted to suit his purposes." 


"Oh." 


Mobei-Jun looked down at the board again and Shang Qinghua followed his gaze, studying 
the simplicity of the grid, of the rows of identical pieces, which were incapable of lying or 
moving on their own. In another life, Mobei-Jun had enjoyed and suffered a very successful, 
very long career as the vengeful protagonist's right-hand man, as well as the Northern King of 
the Demon Realm in Proud Immortal Demon Way. What would it be like for this person to 
really live that experience...? 


"I should probably brush up on the rules, as well," Shang Qinghua said hesitantly. "I 
originally learned this game in the Human Realm, after all, though I learned the Demon 
Realm version with S- the Empress while she was rec- becoming used to the Demon Realm." 


This seemed to be an acceptable answer, as Mobei-Jun nodded slightly. "The position of 
Imperial Advisor as you have made it does not work with such straightforward rules. I do not 


think I would enjoy it." 

"It's... it's had its good days," Shang Qinghua said, stunned again. "So, ah, another game?" 
"Fine." 

"Please go easy on me this time, ha ha." 

"No." 

"What? Seriously?" 

"Yes." 


"Ughhhhh." 


The Underground Ministry was under strict security measures now as well, of course, but no 
one could seem to figure out how the poisonous frogs had been dropped inside. When Shang 
Qinghua had dared to ask aloud, "J thought that we were restricting building access. How did 
this venomous spider thirsting for human blood or whatever even get in here?" his assistant 
Lu Qiufang had replied, "J think it walked, Lord Advisor," which had been a little more 
understandable. But wasn't there a significant difference between some clever villain 
potentially puppeteering a single spider into position - that was what Airplane Shooting 
Towards The Sky was imagining had happened the second time, at least - and controlling an 
entire plague of poisonous frogs? 


The following potential assassination attempt involved a nest of Human-Eating Hornets 
hidden in a false bottom in a package someone carried into the Underground Ministry. Yachi's 
sharp ears had caught the buzzing and she'd opened it before Shang Qinghua had come into 
work that day. Which meant that he was exiled from his Underground Ministry office yet 
again before even entering it, as Lu Qiufang organized some assistance from the Praying 
Mantis Clan to get rid of the new murderous insects. 


Which kept then Shang Qinghua out of his office for a second day while Yachi brought some 
chickens in to then get rid of the Winged Orchid Praying Mantises, because he wasn't going 
anywhere near demonic fowl after the goose incident. 


"Do you think getting rid of the chickens will take up a third day?" Shang Qinghua said, 
somewhere between moroseness and morbid curiosity. "It was almost going to be spiders or 
frogs for this clean-up, instead of birds, but that felt like it was leaning too far into a cycle." 


Mobei-Jun, who was lounging on a seat in Shang Qinghua's office in the Inner Palace, looked 
up from the book he'd been boredly flipping through to think about it. "The Ice Palace is 
primarily kept at a temperature that does not allow for any of these pests to survive for long 
without the spiritual energy of their masters, and such hotspots make them significantly 
easier to detect," he said finally. 


"I think those temperatures would probably kill me too," Shang Qinghua said, definitely 
morose. "Do humans count as pests there? Ha ha, don't answer that, actually. After you've 
been called various names by enough demon lords who think you can't hear them, it starts to 
slide off the back..." 


Mobei-Jun was very carefully making no facial expression whatsoever. "...What is keeping 
these pests from invading the Inner Palace? Beyond the ancient wards and the Demon 
Empress' talismans." 


Shang Qinghua slowly sat up from where he'd been slumped over his desk. "And my 
talismans and your wards and the Heavenly Guards?" He rubbed his chin. "The private 
apartments are pretty well-protected, but it is weird that we haven't seen anything even in the 
exterior areas of the Inner Palace, isn't it? Maybe it's just that getting anywhere near the Inner 
Palace to drop them off is too much trouble?" 


The true line of defense turned out to be: having a rat demon housekeeper. Head Housekeeper 
Min was mother to a large number of the Inner Underground Palace staff, especially the 
maids, and, upon request, she ordered her children to pull together a list of incredibly deadly 
insects that hadn't managed to get very far into the imperial sanctum. Shang Qinghua felt his 
face twisting into new and strange expressions the further he read. It included (but was not 
limited to): Carnivorous Hoverflies, Dwarf Ghost-Head Spiders, Silver Centipedes, Toxic 
Waste Beetles, Face-Eating Hornets, Spiritual Leech Moths, and Abyssal Garden Spiders. 
Shang Qinghua recognized some of these creatures from assassination plots from Proud 
Immortal Demon Way, but others were either new or too interchangeable as plot devices . 
Yeah, sure, Eyeball-Eating Weaver Spider sounded vaguely familiar, maybe. 


"Why didn't you say something?" Shang Qinghua demanded, aghast. 


Housekeeper Min stiffened in offense, her whiskers twitching. "The staff are more than 
capable of dealing with such pests without drawing them to the attention of the imperial 
family, Lord Advisor." 


"These are normal pests in the Demon Realm?!" Shang Qinghua had known that the local 
wildlife in the Demon Realm was considerably more dangerous and that this extended to 
insects, he had dealt with various spiritual-energy-hungry pests as a disciple of An Ding Peak 
that would have sent him into screaming fits if he'd found them in his bedroom in his past 
life, but... "This is a normal amount of pests for you?! Some of these are not local to the 
Heavenly Valley, right? Right?" 


"They are not," Mobei-Jun agreed, leaning over his shoulder with a frown. 


"There has been a significant increase," Housekeeper Min admitted begrudgingly. "But Lord 
Advisor, many years ago, we did ask the Demon Emperor if he wished to be alerted to these 
occasional attacks, and he refused! He said that he didn't want to hear a thing about it! Just to 
see that it was taken care of." 


"Of course," Mobei-Jun said, sounding amused. 


"And Chamberlain Peng said that, historically, Demon Emperors have found these types of 
cowardly assassination attempts beneath their notice. And that we shouldn't bother the 
imperial family with household matters. And the Quick Foot Rat Clan lives to serve!" 


"...Holy shit," Shang Qinghua said, and put his head back down on the desk. He could feel 
both Mobei-Jun and Housekeeper Min staring at him, but he didn't care anymore. 


"...What happens to these creatures?" Mobei-Jun asked Housekeeper Min. "Do you eat all of 
them?" 


Like that was a normal assumption to make! 


"Sometimes, my children take them to Cook Ping, for the creation of particular delicacies to 
be shared among the Inner Palace staff, my lord," Housekeeper Min answered nervously. 
"Though most tend to eat them immediately or save them to prepare certain dishes 
ourselves." 


All right, maybe it was a normal assumption to make among demons. Honestly, this kind of 
diet kind of explained why demons were, as a whole, so resistant to poisons. 


"Does the Lord Advisor wish for the Inner Palace staff to save these creatures for his own 
enjoyment?" Housekeeper Min said. "Or for the enjoyment of the imperial family?" 


Shang Qinghua cringed and whimpered at the thought. 


Mobei-Jun laughed, a brief bark of sound. "No," he said to the rat demon. "Carry on with the 
current arrangements, but deliver these lists on a daily basis to the Heavenly Guard until 
further notice, and speak to one of the Lord Advisor's assistants on lending your clan's skills 
and appetites to the Ministry." 


"Of course, my lord!" Housekeeper Min bowed her way out of the room as Mobei-Jun 
dismissed her. 


Shang Qinghua was sitting up and staring by the time that Mobei-Jun turned to face him 
again, and the ice demon frowned at him. "Did you intend to make alternative 
arrangements?" Mobei-Jun demanded. 


"No, no, that's pretty much what I would have done," Shang Qinghua said faintly. Though his 
brain was still stuck on all of the additional assassination attempts that he'd apparently been 

unknowingly dodging, all those creepy-crawly legs and pincers and stingers, leaving no room 
for logistics. "Thank you for being, ah, several steps ahead of me on this matter, Mobei-Jun." 


It was kind of nice to have someone else step forward and take care of it, actually. 


Mobei-Jun inclined his head respectfully, but there was a glint of sorts in his eye. "Are you 
certain that you do not wish to consume any of these creatures intending to kill you?" 


Shang Qinghua couldn't repress another shudder and squeaked, "No, I'm good, thanks!" 


It was official, he had used way, way too many different creatures to write various 
assassination plotlines in Proud Immortal Demon Way. Somewhere, possibly in another 
universe, certain vitriolic readers with an obsessive focus on the monsters (and most of them 
hadn't even been fuckable monsters) of his sell-out fuck novel would be experiencing a 
random bout of smugness with no idea why. 


Chapter End Notes 


It is a lot of fun to write Moshang being genuinely friendly. 
Mobei-Jun and Linguang-Jun have an interesting relationship, especially because it 


seems to be far more active and potentially more influential than Mobei-Jun's 
relationship with his actual father. 
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"I could have gone the rest of my life happily not knowing that there was a type of fly called 
an assassin fly," Shang Qinghua complained. "I really could have been a farmer in the Human 
Realm! I could have been a merchant or an inventor or a mad hermit somewhere." 


"You still could be," Mobei-Jun said unsympathetically. 


"Ha ha, that's true. You've convinced me, Mobei-Jun, with your wise words. I'll just disappear 
in the middle of the night and leave you to explain everything to the Demon Emperor." 


Mobei-Jun gave him a baleful look. "Do not." 


"I'm getting mixed messages here," Shang Qinghua said as he leaned forward. "Now you 
want me to stay? Careful! Careful! People might start to get the idea that you actually like 
me! And not just that you've been put in charge of swatting weirdly terrifying flies out of the 
air! Smack! Pow!" He made a few dramatic snaps of his finger. "I have no idea how you even 
saw something so-" 


"Get that piece out of your sleeve." 
"-small! Hmm? What?" 


Mobei-Jun reached across the game board and grabbed Shang Qinghua's other wrist, not the 
one that had been flailing around, lifting it up, and that cool, large, strong grip immediately 
froze Shang Qinghua in place for reasons that had nothing to do with ice powers. Fuck. And 
then Mobei-Jun picked a white weiqi piece out of Shang Qinghua's sleeve and placed it back 
on the board. 


"Ha ha, wow, how did that get there?" Shang Qinghua said, bringing his other hand down. "I 
don't know how that happened... Oh, come on, please! I'm losing so badly again! It's not like 
losing this one piece matters that much to you, right? You can afford it! Ah, fine! Fine! I 
won't do it again, I promise." 


Mobei-Jun released Shang Qinghua's wrist and reached for his other hand, which had come 
back down to the board from its dramatic gesturing, and immediately picked a black weiqi 
piece out of the other sleeve. He replaced that one as well and then raised his eyebrows. 


"...Well, that one was in there before I made the last promise," Shang Qinghua explained. 
"While... you were picking out the first one..." 


Mobei-Jun snorted as he released him. "Stop being so obvious in your cheating." 
"Does that mean I can keep doing it if you don't catch me at it?" 


"No." 


"This is intolerable. Nothing is getting done around here anymore." 
"The Ministry surely won't be closed for much longer..." 


Shang Qinghua was sitting on a bench in the Red Atrium, underneath one of the trees with 
leaves the color of blood, with Mobei-Jun sitting beside him, watching the courtiers, officials, 
and servants scurry to and fro. One of his ministers had apparently been hysterically 
convinced that they had seen a Snake-Tailed Scorpion skittering around the Underground 
Ministry this morning, so Shang Qinghua was reviewing some reports here while they waited 
for Yachi and the rat demon maids to sniff the creature out. It was honestly just nice to get out 
of the Inner Palace! He was stretching his legs! 


There was a pair of demons on the other side of the planter, apparently unaware that their 
conversation was being overheard. This happened to Shang Qinghua more often than he 
would have expected, given that most demons were supposed to be able to sniff out humans, 
but the smell of the gardens in the Red Atrium was quite strong, and he was always 
underestimating the amount of perfume that some of these nobles were willing to slather 
themselves in. They probably applied it with buckets. 


He wondered, absently, if that was another method of assassination that he ought to watch out 
for. They hadn't reached airborne poisons or bioweapons yet, had they? Had he written those? 
He should have begged the Transmigration System for an encyclopedia of stupid plot devices 
before it had signed off and abandoned him with all his creations. 


"The Palace has been in an uproar for weeks! Over nothing!" 
"Well, not nothing, but..." 


"How hard can it be to be rid of some human pest? It's about time that someone did 
something about the Demon Emperor's fondness for vermin, but this level of relentless 


incompetence is pathetic." 


Shang Qinghua fumbled the report he had been skimming, caught it silently, and then 
forcibly took a deep breath. It was nothing that he hadn't heard before. It was nothing that 
hadn't been said to his face before, actually. It was nothing that he hadn't said himself before, 
honestly, because then it was a joke and he could laugh at it. Ha ha! So many people here 
hated him! Ha ha ha! 


He'd sauntered up and demanded apologies from demon lords before, but they could get 
really angry about it, even if they knew that Tianlang-Jun would rip off their arm and beat 
them with it if they did anything to him. Tempers could run hot and Tianlang-Jun wasn't here 
now. It wouldn't exactly post-humously help Shang Qinghua if Tianlang-Jun took revenge on 
the murderers later. 


So, yeah, Shang Qinghua wasn't feeling so hot about throwing his weight around over 
nothing important today. He was very small, actually, and demons were very strong. And it 
was hard to feel 100% confident in his status all the time when someone clearly had a hit out 
on him and all the courtiers were disrespectfully reading things into why Tianlang-Jun hadn't 
taken care of it yet. It was nothing that he hadn't let go before... to go put on a shit list later, 
of course... 


Mobei-Jun stood up and Shang Qinghua startled, looking over for the plot device creature 
that had surely come to kill him now. If the assassins had resorted to Ceramic Army Ants or 
Immortal Fire Ants or something, then he was going to start screaming and, not unreasonably, 
he didn't know if he'd stop. 


So, busy looking around, he unfortunately missed Mobei-Jun throwing the first punch. He 
saw one of the Heavenly Guards pull an alarmed expression, just before he heard a dull 
smack, a grunt, and the unmistakable sound of a body hitting the floor. The temperature had 
dropped behind his back. He whirled around to see Mobei-Jun effortlessly lay out the second 
gossipy courtier, despite their struggling, and when the first courtier got up again in a snarling 
fit of rage to answer this demonic challenge... 


"Ah, watch out-!" 


...Mobei-Jun knocked them down again without much trouble. The next sound was definitely 
a CRUNCH. Maybe a SNAP. Arguably a CRACK. There was a choked-off scream. 


Shang Qinghua's eyebrows went way up and he gritted his teeth in sympathy. There wasn't 
much resemblance to the training bouts against the Heavenly Guard. The courtiers were 
trying to fight back, but this resembled bullying more than a fair fight, and Shang Qinghua 
was too surprised to do anything but stare as Mobei-Jun demanded an apology or else he 
would rip out their tongues. What? 


The courtiers were thrown at his feet, literally dumped on the floor in front of him, and 
babbled out completely insincere apologies through a broken, bleeding nose and a swelling, 
crooked jaw, before Mobei-Jun finally let them flee on their equally bruised and probably 
broken limbs. They'd probably be completely healed within a few days, maybe a week at 
most, because it was good to be a demon like that, but it would probably hurt like hell the 


whole time, which was... nice to think about? As long as these people didn't decide to take a 
shot back at him in revenge, since all the cool kids were doing that shit and apparently 
generally getting away with it these days. 


It wasn't the first time that someone had flattened some random uppity demon for being upset 
about the lowly human rising too high. His assistants had to do that crap all the time. The 
Heavenly Guard would always back him up if he called. Tianlang-Jun in a playful and 
vicious mood could leave splatter on the ceilings. Zhuzhi-Lang was, in a completely different 
way, even worse: the snake demon tended to default to the cold-blooded killing of people 
whom he had mentally designated as an "enemy" if he was permitted to call the shots. It was 
murder on the carpets. 


"Ah, well, at the very least, someone will have trouble getting the nosebleed out of those 
robes...?" Shang Qinghua murmured to himself. Was he flattered? He felt kind of flattered. 
"Thank you, Mobei-Jun! You, aha, really didn't have to do that..." 


Mobei-Jun settled back down next to him without even looking at him. "You may be content 
to spinelessly suffer the insults of such fools, but this king does not allow such wagging of 
the tongues," he replied coldly, "especially when my own skills as a warrior are being called 
into question." 


"That's... very reasonable! Totally understandable," Shang Qinghua answered, feeling like he 
was transforming into a deflating balloon. He stared at the work in front of him so intensely 
that he couldn't focus on it at all. "I'll be sure to challenge the next demon lord who insults 
me to an honorable duel, so I can fulfill my lifelong dream of being turned into a bloody 
flatcake, and you and the Demon Emperor can find someone else to run the empire." 


Mobei-Jun did not immediately reply to that one. Both of the Heavenly Guards standing 
around them were suddenly looking anywhere else, even though no one honestly had that 
level of fascination for the trees in here. Not even Tianlang-Jun. 


"...Don't do that," Mobei-Jun said finally, giving him a look that came off as "mildly 
concerned". Maybe he genuinely thought that Shang Qinghua was that stupid, like he'd 
accepted (been forced into) a bodyguard job for a blind chicken determined to cross a busy 
road. 


"Ah, well, because the Northern Demon King asked me so nicely, I'll refrain." Shang 
Qinghua sat a little taller as he delivered his generosity, proud of his little comeback, 
knowing that this exchange was probably going to bother him for the rest of his fucking life 
regardless. "The Underground Court is surely breathing a sigh of relief now that you've called 
me off the hunt against them! They're lucky this time to have escaped my fierce warrior 
prowess." 


Mobei-Jun's lips twitched in amusement. Damn, he always looked so cool. So chill. Like 
nothing really touched him. Not really. Shang Qinghua still felt shaky for no good reason and 
his face was always doing things without his permission. 


"Indeed," Mobei-Jun said, flexing his hand. 


The miniature octopus in a fucking wine bottle had been so poisonous that it had made even 
one of the rat demon maids sick. It took a lot to give a rat demon food poisoning. Shang 
Qinghua had promptly given all of them a raise and told Housekeeper Min to put together a 
nice gift basket, on the house. 


The less said about the lizards, the better. 


And Shang Qinghua hadn't actually known that poisonous birds existed, but nature was a 
wonderful place like that, apparently. Thankfully, the bright little bird hadn't actually wanted 
to come anywhere near him. In fact, it may have accidentally eaten a wasp that was probably 
also another assassination attempt, because that was what this poor, misplaced author's life 
had come to these days. 


"It's not paranoia if they really are out to get you!" Shang Qinghua said jokingly to Mobei- 
Jun. 


"You have made that joke a dozen times now," Mobei-Jun replied flatly. 
"What, really?" 
"Yes." 


"Are you sure? I mean, I know I've said it before, but it can't really have been a dozen times, 
right? Ha ha, there have been enough assassination attempts to make that work, easily 
enough, but-" 


"I counted." 


"Ah, well, all right. I'll take your word for it," Shang Qinghua said, taken aback. These 
assassins were ruining all of his jokes, too? That was a step too far! Truly unforgivable. 


At one point, some type of blood-drinking bat swooped down from the ceiling of the Hall of 
the First Emperor, and Shang Qinghua didn't think twice before shrieking like a small child 
and clinging to Mobei-Jun for protection, also like a small child. Mobei-Jun didn't shove him 
off. Mobei-Jun didn't even bother to make him get down again, while the Heavenly Guards 
took care of the problem, and the ice demon walked away as though Shang Qinghua didn't 
weigh anything. 


Shang Qinghua had his arms around Mobei-Jun's neck, clinging to his shoulders, a little like 
a piggyback. His heart was refusing to calm down again so easily. He wondered if Mobei-Jun 
could feel it against his back. He wasn't wearing one of those thick fur-lined coats today. 


"Hot in here, huh?" Shang Qinghua said, able to more easily feel Mobei-Jun's back muscles 
again. He was probably fine to get down again anytime now. He didn't. 


"No," Mobei-Jun said, and still didn't bother to make him get down. 


Belatedly, Shang Qinghua realized that they were headed back to the Inner Palace. "Hey, 
wait, I had a meeting with the ministers of the markets! Are you canceling it on me?! Go 
back! You can't just cancel it on me! Is this because of how much he talked last time? I'll give 
him a word limit this time and you can count that, huh? You like counting these things." 


"No." 


"It's not like we have anything better to do! Unless we're going to go play a game again and I 
can get two moves for every move of yours this time. I really think that would be fair, don't 
you?" 


"No," Mobei-Jun said, but he didn't at all sound angry about it. 
"I almost won one of the last games without any advantages! Key word: almost." 


Mobei-Jun snorted. "I will give you an additional move for every three turns if you remove 
your sleeves," he said blandly. He didn't stop for any of the startled shouting from the 
Heavenly Guard behind them. 


"What?" 


"You cannot wear any sleeves," Mobei-Jun said. And there was nothing salacious about it: 
many demon clans wore short-sleeved clothing in this Proud Immortal Demon Way world. 
Some of them didn't even wear shirts. At all ages, too. Shang Qinghua had seen demon 
grandmas rocking v-necks deeper than Mobei-Jun's clothing. "No sleeves and nothing on the 
table to hide pieces beneath." 


"What?! But that's not fair!" 
"It is my final offer." 
"Where am I supposed to hide pieces, then? Should I just eat them?!" 


Mobei-Jun laughed silently, little more than huffs of air, but Shang Qinghua felt the man's 
shoulders shake. He could hear the smile in Mobei-Jun's voice as he said: "With your luck, 
they will be poisoned." 


"Aw, fuck." 


The next attempt seemed to involve venomous snakes, which offended no one so much as 
Zhuzhi-Lang. 


Mobei-Jun killed the first one that appeared: a single creature lurking in the trees of the Red 
Atrium, that had been attracted to human blood somehow. Because nearly all creatures in 
Proud Immortal Demon Way had needed to be attracted to human blood for stupid plot 
reasons. A writing decision which was now seriously attempting to bite Airplane Shooting 
Towards The Sky in the ass! Literally! 


Then Mobei-Jun had marched Shang Qinghua back to the Inner Palace, so that they could 
alert the Heavenly Guard to another clumsy assassination attempt, and Captain Qiang had 
made the call to involve their local snake demon. Zhuzhi-Lang had listened to the story with 
a blank face, then had marched off, and had apparently managed to gather over a dozen 
venomous snakes in the course of a few hours, which had taken one lick of him and 
apparently decided that he was their new best friend. Shang Qinghua didn't get to see this, 
because Zhuzhi-Lang hadn't brought the issue back to the Inner Palace, but he was told by 
Yachi that the snakes swarming over Zhuzhi-Lang's body had looked pretty frightening. 


"The snakes are being relocated to a better place for them," Lu Qiufang informed him later, 
with a smitten sigh. They apparently found swarming snakes dreamy. "It is likely safe for the 
Lord Advisor to travel through the Underground Palace again, with the Northern King, but 
not yet recommended." 


"Yes, yes, I understand," Shang Qinghua said, waving the plant demon away. This was all far 
too elaborate for a plot to simply to get him to work less by using assassination attempts as 
mandatory breaks, but sometimes, it was really starting to look like it. "Hopefully, Zhuzhi- 
Lang will also be able to interrogate these scaly assassins and finally get some real 
information out of them." 


Mobei-Jun nodded. "It would be long overdue." 
"He seemed determined to do so when we parted ways!" a new voice said. 


Shang Qinghua and Mobei-Jun both turned towards the door of his Inner Palace office, where 
the Demon Emperor was letting himself in. Lu Qiufang quickly bowed out of the way and 
then scurried sensibly out of the room. Tianlang-Jun aimlessly picked at some of the maps 
that Shang Qinghua had laid out for his work, picking up a marker and thankfully placing it 
neatly back in the same place as before. 


"That's good to know, my lord," Shang Qinghua said faintly. 


"It's only right to protect the family, and you're an important part of our little imperial 
family," Tianlang-Jun said generously, in a way that could only mean that he was up to 
something. "I'm very glad to hear that Mobei has so far done an excellent job of keeping my 
treasured advisor safe." 


"This servant couldn't have asked for a better bodyguard," Shang Qinghua agreed 
immediately. 


"Didn't you ask for Zhuzhi at the beginning?" 


"Only because I assumed that the Northern King would be too busy to follow me around, 
before the Demon Emperor commanded it," Shang Qinghua pointed out nervously. "Are 
you... waiting for Zhuzhi-Lang to get back? Is there something that I can help you with, my 
lord?" 


"As a matter of fact: there is!" 


"Ah..." 


"These violent affairs have ruined so many plans that we're long overdue for another book 
club meeting, don't you think?" Tianlang-Jun said, happily ignoring Shang Qinghua's mutter 
of: "Oh, shit." ""Mobei can be our guest member today! I feel like we all need to get to know 
each other better when we're not having people killed for the good of the Demon Realm, or 
because my wife says so, wouldn't you say? Come along to the nice courtyard, you two, let's 
go. Literature won't appreciate itself!" 


"I didn't know that we'd picked another book," Shang Qinghua said faintly, as they were 
unwillingly dragged along in the Demon Emperor's wake. "Did I miss a vote? In any case, if I 
haven't read the book, then I should probably excuse myself from the club meeting..." 


"Nonsense! Who else am I supposed to talk about books with? Zhuzhi?" Tianlang-Jun 
scoffed and physically pulled Shang Qinghua around, forcefully settling him down at a table 
within one of their favorite courtwards, before flouncing down with great relish. "Sit down! 
Sit down!" 


"Mobei-Jun actually has to leave the Underground Palace again soon for his clan's very 
important Ascendance or Emergence Ceremony, or something, the one about how the 
monstrous ancestor crawled out of the abyssal vent and started eating everything in sight. 
Much to do! Not a lot of time to do it in! Such important figures as ourselves can't waste 
precious time needed for such important affairs." 


"My schedule is wide open," Tianlang-Jun said, obviously entertained by the weak and 
flailing struggles of his prey. "Tell me everything about how you two have been getting 
along." 


"Ha ha! There's not much to tell!" 


Tianlang-Jun obviously didn't believe him, but indulged him in hearing out a few inoffensive 
stories about getting to know each other, until Zhuzhi-Lang showed up. The snakes that 
Zhuzhi-Lang had supposedly been carrying around before were gone, hopefully not 
accidentally. His expression was grim. The hem of his robes was a little bloody again, but it 
didn't look as though any of it belonged to him. The splash pattern wasn't right for it. It didn't 
look like he had any good news, though. 


"Oh, obviously, something has come up!" Shang Qinghua said desperately. "I vote that we 
should cancel this meeting and reconvene at a more convenient time for all of us. What do 
you say, Zhu-?" 


"Zhuzhi votes no," Tianlang-Jun interrupted, with a careless flap of his hand. "As do I! 
Visitors such as Mobei may receive a half-vote upon this occasion, which is not enough to 
override the situation. The vote had been settled! Thank you, Zhuzhi, for your wonderful 
support as always." 


Zhuzhi-Lang was already lying down on the floor, joining the meeting, apparently settling in 
for a nap. He did not object to this blatant election fraud. He almost never did. The shameless 


corruption within the Underground Palace really was disgusting! It was almost always two- 
against-one on all points. 


"Maybe we should bring in some more of our part-time members...?" Shang Qinghua already 
knew it was hopeless. He didn't want to expose Luo Wenmin to this and Su Xiyan was 
untrustworthy. 


The Inner Palace Book Club consisted of himself, Tianlang-Jun, and Zhuzhi-Lang, and 
Zhuzhi-Lang often refused or forgot to read the book in question, and Tianlang-Jun often 
forgot to read them aloud to his nephew to force the issue. Zhuzhi-Lang's main duty as a club 
member was to sway all votes in Tianlang-Jun's favor, a duty which he performed perfectly, 
except for the rare occasions when he thought denying his uncle's latest whim at the last 
moment would be funny. Given that he was now essentially facedown on the floor, it didn't 
look like today would be one of those days. 


"So, how about those snakes?" Shang Qinghua asked desperately. "What happened to them?" 


"Removed to a safe location until they can be relocated," Zhuzhi-Lang replied. "The snakes 
found the assassin who had been releasing all of these deadly creatures into the Underground 
Palace." 


"That's great!" 
"Finally!" Tianlang-Jun agreed. "Who was it?" 
"A banished member of the Eastern King's clan, a thousand-beasts demon." 


"Really? I don't remember doing anything that would make them want me dead?" Shang 
Qinghua muttered to himself. "Anything out of the ordinary, I mean. There's still the usual 
stuff." 


"What happened to the assassin?" Mobei-Jun demanded. 
"Dead," Zhuzhi-Lang answered. "The snakes were... overzealous." 


"An accident?" Tianlang-Jun clucked his tongue in amusement and disapproval. "Zhuzhi, you 
really have to watch your temper sometimes. I don't suppose that the fellow breathed out the 
name of their employer with their dying breath or anything, did they?" 


"...Their airways were... obstructed, my lord," Zhuzhi-Lang mumbled. 
"Wait, so is it over or not?" Shang Qinghua asked. 


"Not," Tianlang-Jun said firmly, looking almost thoughtful. "This person was remarkably 
annoying, but they were hardly the first assassin to make a nuisance of themselves, and we 
cannot be certain that they will be the last. Especially since someone failed to interrogate the 
troublemaker." He sighed. "I'll take no risks with your safety, Lord Advisor." 


"Ah, well, thank you. I do enjoy not dying." 


"Are you certain that Mobei must leave to attend this old ritual? What happens if he misses 
it? It's not like the maintenance for the Holy Mausoleum, is it? No rising of armies of the 
restless dead or the release of ancient powers? Or any other minor nuisances that it's really 
perfectly understandable for a heavenly demon with other things on his mind to forget 
about?" 


Shang Qinghua shuddered. "Er, ah, not to my knowledge...?" 
"The abyssal beasts and the ancestors will be displeased," Mobei-Jun said sourly. 


"And I already made all the arrangements! Mobei-Jun really deserves a break for all of his 
hard work, doesn't he? Not that he is taking a break, since he's off to do very important things 
in the Northern Desert for the stability of the empire, and, really, it would be so much more 
work for me if he didn't go at this point. Let's not have abyssal beasts possessed by angry 
ancestors roaming the countryside or something, eh? I don't know if that's possible, but now 
that I've thought of it, let's not risk it..." 


Tianlang sighed again, long and greatly put-upon. "I'll allow it." 

"Thank you, my lord! Thank you!" 

"You'll have to stick close to myself and Zhuzhi-Lang while he's gone." 

"Er, I mostly hid behind the Empress last time and that worked pretty well, so-" 


"I just can't bear the thought of losing you," Tianlang-Jun said, a hand over his heart, before 
his eyes moved dangerously back to Mobei-Jun and his smile widened into something worse. 
"You know, I seriously considered marrying this man off to my lazy nephew! It might have 
made something of him, being a married man! Especially to such a loyal and clever spouse." 


Shang Qinghua felt like his heart was turning inside out, trying in vain to hide its face. 


"I even considered taking a second wife, to strengthen the family ties myself," Tianlang-Jun 
continued in this conversational tone from hell. Mobei-Jun did not need to hear about the 
many threesome offers that Shang Qinghua was mostly sure had been jokes! "If only I wasn't 
so desperately in love with my tyrannical empress! So, I hold out hope that Zhuzhi will one 
day finally see reason and settle down." 


Zhuzhi-Lang just sighed from where he was lying on the floor. 


"After all, the most valuable and attractive trait to a lord in our position is loyalty, someone 
who can be trusted not to eat us while we sleep as soon as they've had their fill. And someone 
to make up for any personal flaws. I don't know what I'd do without a wife who enjoyed 
ruling with an iron fist." 


"Wander aimlessly in the Human Realm," Zhuzhi-Lang said. 


Shang Qinghua tried to laugh at the same time that his lungs were still frozen in horror, so he 
broke down into an inelegant and unimpressive coughing fit. He doubled over, wheezing for 
breath. 


"And my feckless nephew couldn't find a better example of such kingly virtues as our Lord 
Advisor here," Tianlang-Jun said, ignoring him. "It weighs on me, truly, it does. Sometimes, I 
really think that I should just start planning the wedding myself and just be done with it, no 
matter what anyone says. Lord Advisor, please, do try to contain your enthusiasm!" 


"Wandering aimlessly in the Human Realm is sounding pretty good right now," Shang 
Qinghua wheezed. "My lord, I told you: I'm flattered by the concern and the offer, but I'm 
not... not interested." 


"My lord, please," Zhuzhi-Lang agreed dismally. 


Tianlang-Jun sighed his most dramatic sigh yet. "It's truly unreasonable how the young 
people of today are so resistant to the joys of matrimony. I'll convince them someday of its 
merits! Perhaps when all of this assassination nonsense is truly over, hm?" 


"Ha ha, perhaps I'll leave the country," Shang Qinghua muttered. 
"Mobei, that's quite a face that you're making! Have you thought about marriage at all?" 


The temperature of the room had noticeably dropped over the course of this conversation. 
When Shang Qinghua dared to peek, he saw that Mobei-Jun's face resembled a glacier, the 
sort that killed people who said, "That looks nice and calm! Let's explore it!" 


"No," Mobei-Jun said flatly. 


"You really should," Tianlang-Jun scolded. "We were talking about making sure that you 
were settled down just the other day, weren't we? Lord Advisor, weren't we going to have you 
make a list of some sort? That's how we usually begin these matters..." 


"I don't recall! And I'm much too busy!" 
"Hm, yes, you should really see to your own marriage first, it's true." 
"That's not what I said..." 


"Really, don't you think that our Lord Advisor and my nephew would suit well, Mobei? Some 
people have such unworthy thoughts about the attractiveness of humans, but there's 
something wonderful to be said about the softness of them-" 


"I thought that we were going to talk about books!" Shang Qinghua cried desperately. "And 
isn't there no point in picking a book right now anyway? If Mobei-Jun is going to be away?" 


Tianlang-Jun assumed a thinking pose, rubbing his chin. "Hm, true, true. We have gotten off- 
topic, haven't we? Very well, Mobei, you're dismissed. Go prepare for your little jaunt across 
the continent; Zhuzhi and I will keep a close watch over the Imperial Advisor for the 
remainder of the day, as practice for how I'll keep them both safely close to me while you're 
gone as well." 


A dismissal from the Demon Emperor was nothing to sneeze at, especially in a situation 
where an escape route was greatly desired, so Shang Qinghua didn't blame Mobei-Jun too 


much for potentially abandoning him to further torture. Mobei-Jun's mood had evidently 
turned foul again. He glared openly at both Tianlang-Jun and Zhuzhi-Lang, especially 
Zhuzhi-Lang when the snake demon rolled over onto his side to watch the ice demon leave, 
probably over the failure to catch the pesky assassin alive. 


"Please, my king, go rest!" Shang Qinghua urged. "I can handle myself." 


When Mobei-Jun had gone, Shang Qinghua turned to the Demon Emperor and did a little 
glaring himself. 


"I know that you think that you're helping, my lord, but please don't! Really, really don't 
trouble yourself." 


Tianlang-Jun grin was wider than ever and deeply satisfied for no good reason. "Oh, I don't 
think that I'm helping," he said mysteriously. "Are you sure that you don't want to marry 
Zhuzhi? You don't even have to go through with it. You can cry off dramatically at the last 
moment if you like. I'm in the mood to plan a fabulous imperial wedding regardless, you see, 
and at this point, I'll take what I can get." 


"That'll cost so much money," Shang Qinghua said, horrified. 


"I'm sure that we can afford it," Tianlang-Jun said, unconcerned. "Don't you think it sounds 
fun?" 


"No! And I'm telling the Empress on you!" 
"My son is saying that he’s never going to be married. I may never have another chance." 


Under other circumstances, that would have been an ironically hilarious thing for Luo Binghe 
to say, but Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky was having difficulty with his sense of humor 
at the moment. 


By the skin of his teeth, he managed to convince Tianlang-Jun not to throw an expensive 
wedding for no one and for no good reason. Zhuzhi-Lang even helped! Their triumph mostly 
came via distraction, wondering if Luo Wenmin and Captain Qiang were ever going to get it 
together and tie the knot, a suitable alternative outlet for the Demon Emperor's schemes and 
gossip. For now. 


Shang Qinghua walked back to his apartments limping all but physically. Mobei-Jun was 
waiting up for him, lounging in the main room, apparently having been glaring at the wall. 
Mobei-Jun looked behind him as he entered, catching sight of Zhuzhi-Lang, acting as an 
escort, before the door closed. The reminder of the Demon Emperor caused the ice demon's 
scowl to deepen. Understandably. 


"His wife really needs to take him on vacation," Shang Qinghua mumbled, from where he'd 
collapsed face-first onto his furniture. "Someone's trying to kill me and he's bored.” 


"...Were any arrangements made?" Mobei-Jun said. 


"What? For weddings? No, thank fucking shit, we're all safe for now. And Zhuzhi-Lang owes 
me big time for not bringing up at every opportunity the fact that he's fucking one of my 
assistants. Which I'm pretty sure that the Emperor knows?! Ah, don't worry, my king, I'm sure 
that he was just messing with us... which has led to some less than desirable situations 
before, it's true..." 


Mobei-Jun rumbled in displeasure. 


"But it's fine! If it gets too bad, I'll set two clans against each other or something and make 
him deal with it. I'll spread a rumor that the Underground Palace intends to hold the Eastern 
King responsible for the actions of their banished clan member. I'll tell the Magnolia Beetle 
Clan that all of their complaints have to go through him now. They'll love that. I'll bribe his 
son to tell him he has a crush and not tell him who it is. That'll drive him nuts. Binghe might 
really like that. Maybe I'll do that one anyway." 


Mobei-Jun snorted softly. "...I shall defer to the Lord Advisor's wisdom in this matter," he 
said eventually, though his expression still looked slightly strained. He wasn't meeting Shang 
Qinghua's eyes when he turned to look. 


Shang Qinghua really wanted to ask him if he ever had thought of marriage, without 
Tianlang-Jun's presence, but he didn't have the courage. Mobei-Jun was too cool to ever 
really need anyone like that, obviously. He didn't mind being alone. He liked being alone. 
Everyone probably wanted to hang out with such an awesome character, but someone chill 
like Mobei-Jun was too cool for them, honestly, too cool to ever want their company if he 
even bothered to notice how desperate people were to fawn over him all the time. An ideal 
man. 


Totally unlike certain authors, of course, who couldn't stop wanting things if he tried. 
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Mobei-Jun had never expected to meet the human disciple who had spared his life again. He 
had not wished to do so. To dwell on the why of the actions of those around him, especially 
those who had both sought to bring him low and spared his life, was often an exercise in 
frustration. 


He had known that the Demon Emperor had a human for his most treasured advisor, and he 
had known that the Lord Advisor had played a significant role in his own survival and 
ascension, reining in the impulsive heavenly demon's vengeance. Mobei-Jun had forced 
himself to demonstrate all due gratitude to the Emperor and to not think overmuch on it. It 
made sense enough. 


Mobei-Jun had played no part in his father's plot, he had dismissed even the idea of it as 
absurd, then he had been too late to intervene either way. The indiscriminate annihilation of 
the entire Northern Desert Clan would have sent all of the northern kingdoms into chaos, and 
would have cast waves through the rest of the Demon Realm, so it was only reasonable for 
the Emperor to bring the surviving Northern Desert heir under heel by a debt of mercy and 
the threat of revoking it. It had rankled to pull himself off the floor, arms shuddering, body 
aching, blood dripping, and to be brought into the service of the human-loving Emperor, an 
unseen, human Empress, and this unknown, human Lord Advisor, but Mobei-Jun enjoyed not 
being dead as much as the next man. He could bow. 


A human Demon Empress was unprecedented in some ways and unsurprising in others. 
Human concubines sometimes rose to become wives and husbands in the Demon Realm, 
though most lords had the good sense not to parade their empowered spouse among the noble 
courts. Su Xiyan was a famous and powerful cultivator, had already borne the Emperor a 
healthy son, and was... most demonic in many of her behaviors. Respectably dangerous. 


The first time that Mobei-Jun had met the Empress in person, the Emperor had laughingly 
threatened to tear off his limbs for so much as a funny look, and Mobei-Jun had not doubted 
that the smiling Emperor meant it. Fools had at first whispered about Tianlang-Jun's spoiled 


human spouse, pretty perhaps, yet weak and sickly and reaching above herself, but Mobei- 
Jun had immediately taken note of the sharpness of her eyes, the slowness of her true smile, 
the silvery edge of her tongue. Tianlang-Jun had married a clever mind as well as a beauty. 


Which was clever of him. His disdain for the noble courts was well-known, his apparent 
dislike of the Demon Realm was mentioned often and he did not deny it, and his 
disparagement of the work required to rule was not subtle. He had not found a weak spouse. 
He had found a spouse to cover his own weakness. 


Or she had found him. It was unclear. But if Su Xiyan had no desire to conquer the Demon 
Realm for her former sect, or to take all of their teeth and claws away to make mock humans 
of them all, then Mobei-Jun did not care about the particulars of the arrangement. 


Some said that the human Demon Empress was only biding her time, but Mobei-Jun had seen 
the way that she spoke of her half-human son, and to betray one's background for the sake of 
a child was not as dishonorable as some flapping mouths and nodding heads wished that it 
was. It was possible the love was false. Mobei-Jun had seen false love such as that. It was 
possible that he was a fool, that Su Xiyan was too clever for him, but he did not see falseness 
now and doubted that he ever would. If she was truly half as clever as she seemed, it seemed 
more likely and more logical that the Empress would turn the might of the Demon Realm on 
the Human Realm and conquer it for the sake of her demon son instead, rather than bow to 
the soft and greedy cultivation masters who had discarded her. 


He had carried out her orders. He had fought duels and battles at the suggestion of the human 
Empress. He had toppled the Stormlord using plans drafted inside the Underground Palace. 
Whatever webs that she was spinning, sly and underhanded and sticky as they sometimes 
were, her movements did not shake through the lines as someone who intended on being a 
fool. 


It was said by many that the Imperial Advisor was the younger brother of the human 
Empress. Mobei-Jun had seen no reason to disbelieve this. Treachery of younger sons and 
daughters was always a concern, but the sharp-eyed Empress seemed to have such things 
well in hand, and as long as the human Lord Advisor was not an overly ambitious fool, he 
would recognize that all of his power was due to the Emperor's favor and that he would never 
be able to sit alone on the Saintly Throne. At least, not without shortly being killed by a 
different demon lord for his audacity and to replace him. 


The Lord Advisor could ally himself with one of the Emperor's rivals, of course, but for what 
purpose? It would be an impossible order to find a demon lord who had the power to hold the 
throne and the tolerance to share that power with humans, besides Tianlang-Jun himself. No, 
the Lord Advisor wisely acted as his sharp-eyed elder sister's steady hand. 


What else had Mobei-Jun known about the Lord Advisor to whom he owed his life? The 
human was not known to be as charming as his sister, but rather... cowardly and daringly 
intrusive by turns. Another spidery mind, but as elusive as a fly. Formerly of a human 
cultivation sect as well. An annoying and deadly enemy, somehow capable of causing 
cascading problems from within one's own borders, and a generous and deadly ally, 
summoning wealth and power from unforeseen and unlikely corners. 


Most of their communications had gone through their servants. Mobei-Jun's stewards 
seemed... reluctantly impressed. When the Underground Palace and its Ministry had stepped 
wrongly in the Northern Desert, blind to tradition and the dangers lurking beneath the ice, 
they had been quick to retreat or change course, to demand assistance rather than simple 
obedience. The only letter that Mobei-Jun recalled receiving directly from the Lord Advisor 
had been... suspiciously respectful and apparently, according to his servants, shockingly 
short for the man, and yet a steady flow of valuable information and trade goods reliably 
traveled north. 


Mobei-Jun had decided that Tianlang-Jun's humans were ultimately sensible creatures who 
recognized the value of a powerful and more sensible ally, of superior might and honor 
holding the northern kingdoms and borders steady. Webs could not stretch so far without 
anchors. In whom else could they trust? The Eastern or Western Kings? Unlikely. 


The sting of the Northern Desert Clan's defeat at Tianlang-Jun's hands had not vanished 
entirely, and yet... though it was not filial to entertain such thoughts... it was good to serve 
under more capable rulers than his absent, hedonistic, and temperamental father. 


There was space to breathe. 
Solid ground. 
Time to plan his next steps. 


Finally. 


And then... a critical encounter before the Saintly Throne. 


The Demon Emperor's dramatics unsubtly reminded Mobei-Jun of his fragile position, of his 
replaceable nature in his ancestral line so long as there was a body to give his successor, and 
demanded that he show appropriate gratitude to the Lord Advisor before the court. Resigned 
to the humiliation, Mobei-Jun turned towards the small, scribbling human hiding to one side 
of the imperial dais... 


Mobei-Jun's first thought had been that it was true what they said: the Lord Advisor did not 
share many features, if any, with his elder sister, who had been accented by a striking 
arrangement of royal silks and jewels befitting an Empress. Only one shared parent, perhaps. 
(Mobei-Jun himself took after his late mother and so shared limited features with his half- 
siblings.) Plainer, squarer features prevailed here on the brother's face, with a lighter shade of 
dark brown to both the hair and the eyes, which turned from Tianlang-Jun to watch him with 
a strange amount of trepidation. There was a slight hunch to his shoulders. A tremor to the 
young man's hands. Though he straightened in his seat despite his cowardice, striking a figure 
that was far less than intimidating or impressive, an alien softness among the familiar, deadly 
features of the demonic court. 


"As far as humans go, there are more pathetic figures," Mobei-Jun thought with 
absentminded disdain, "to whom to owe my survival..." 


This thought reached for another, tied to an old string of memories, more falling free as he 
pulled, as the human bit his lip briefly and then swallowed harshly. The memories presented 
him with a younger, softer face, twisted in even greater fear. 


Suddenly, Mobei-Jun was a young man again, lost, alone, weak, and in such agony that he 
had thought he would die of pain alone. His senses swimming in and out of focus. Struggling 
to walk and to stay upright. Blood running down his side, a fire eating at his guts, and a 
heaviness weighing down on his frantic heart. It had been another of his uncle's traps, but the 
strings had been hidden behind the movements of others and the glow of the golden sect, 
caught too late to avoid being caught. 


He had been dying then. He did not want to die. 


Then there had been more humans. Noisy. Clumsy. /nfuriating in their challenge. Dressed in 
yellow uniforms he had assumed to be of Huan Hua Palace again. He had killed them before 
they could kill him, or worse: before they could witness him die of the poison, and drag his 
carcass back to their masters to pick at like hungry scavengers. 


He hadn't anticipated that one of these disciples would throw themselves at his knees and 
cling like a wet blanket, crying and begging to serve him. In his shock and disbelief, he had 
failed to kill the daring human boy before fainting away. Unconsciousness had claimed him 
like a shark swallowing a fish. 


Instead of killing him, instead of striking down as he must have been so tempted, the human 
boy had saved his life, removing the Ling Hua dart and carrying him to relative safety. 


Not that it had seemed like safety at the time. It had been so hot. The pain had hardly 
evaporated, as the remainder of the poison snarled and sliced its way through his body, 
leaving him weak and dizzied and furious almost beyond words. It had been another trap, he 
had been certain, and he had refused to allow himself to be caught in it again. He had wanted 
nothing more than to go home. 


The exact words of the exchange were... difficult to remember. There had been pleading and 
crying and screaming. He had sent the human boy away, refused his service, and threatened 
to kill him. He should have simply killed him. But... 


"You owe me! YOU OWE ME!" the disciple had shrieked. "PLEASE DON'T KILL ME!" 


Mobei-Jun had let the human leave. He had not pushed through the disorientation to chase 
the human down, at least, after snarling his final warnings. If there had been a debt, he had 
told himself later, it had been repaid at that moment. 


Instead of hunting the human down, he had dragged himself off the bloodied bed, and thrown 
himself unwisely into the shadows to escape back to the Demon Realm before the human 
could return with other cultivators. The next week in hiding had been... a blur of agony. The 
week in wretched recovery after that had not been much better. 


After that... he had decided not to revisit the encounter. The humiliation had burned nearly as 
bright as the poison, but the trail had gone nearly entirely cold, and he had been too cowardly 


to search through the great sects again for such a small thing. If the lowly human decided to 
make something of his moment of weakness, to spread wild stories despite his own attempts 
at betrayal, Mobei-Jun had vowed, then he would somehow return to ruin the disciple's life 
threefold before burying him. 


Otherwise... it had been over. The human boy had been an oddity, a trap, possibly insane, a 
genuine traitor and so untrustworthy, or perhaps even a figment of his imagination. He had 
simply refused to think on it overmuch. He had had other battles to fight. 


Someone cleared their throat. 


And Mobei-Jun was a king again, a warrior and a general and a man fully grown, backed by 
his clan members, standing before the Saintly Throne. 


"Oh, no need for thanks! No need for any of that!" the Lord Advisor said, waving his hand in 
careless dismissal. The voice was... Mobei-Jun did not well remember the voice, especially 
when the human boy had been wailing. It seemed deeper, perhaps. Smoother. Perhaps too 
smooth. "Aren’t we all friends here now? The victories won by the great Mobei-Jun are 
thanks enough. How good to finally meet in person for the first time!" 


His eyes were pleading, though his smile was wide and his tone jovial. This was some kind 
of courtly game. Mobei-Jun despised courtly games. The rules were always unclear at best. 


He managed to incline his head in agreement, watching warily as the Emperor and Empress 
moved the conversation onwards, addressing the hall at large, but not sparing Mobei-Jun or 
the Lord Advisor their knowing, sharp-eyed looks. They knew. Perhaps they had known all 
along of Mobei-Jun's... youthful indiscretion... and had simply been waiting for the correct 
opportunity to make it known to him that they knew of the humiliating encounter. 


They had slipped another string of debt around his neck without his knowledge. 


Mobei-Jun glared at the Lord Advisor, who was struggling to meet his eyes. The traitorous 
man had somehow achieved perhaps the only position in the Demon Realm that made him 
untouchable, as Mobei-Jun was too old, too tired, and too weighed down by responsibility 
now to fly across the room in a fit of murderous rage, as had previously been so youthfully 
promised. 


What did they all want from him? He unhappily supposed, as he watched the human 
nervously flee the Saintly Throne Hall at the first opportunity, that he would find out soon 
enough. 


The following days were... confusing. Tianlang-Jun elected to take him on a personal tour of 
the Underground Palace, despite the fact that Mobei-Jun had been to the Heavenly Valley 
many times before, and waved away this point by saying: "Yes, but you haven't seen it 
recently, have you? Come look at my trees in the Red Atrium and shower me with empty 
compliments on how much they've grown, why don't you? Enjoy basking in my favor for a 
little while, Mobei!" 


Mobei-Jun spent the day enduring many jabbing and yet bizarrely indirect questions, 
especially regarding his opinion of the human Lord Advisor, which he answered as shortly as 
possible. At first, he thought that the Emperor was simply enjoying subtly rubbing salt in the 
wound of such a humiliating encounter with the human who had managed to scrabble his 
way into a different demon lord's service, uncaring of their entourage of attendants and 
assistants who might be picking up on such hints. 


As the day went on, Mobei-Jun became... less certain. 


"What did you expect my advisor to look like, Mobe1?" the ever-unpredictable Tianlang-Jun 
demanded with a curious smile. "He's quite a formidable influence through correspondence, I 
hear! People always seem surprised by his appearance. Pleasant enough, though, isn't it? 
Hardly ugly. Surprisingly bossy creature, once you get to know him; it's quite charming." 


"I had not thought about it," Mobei-Jun said, mostly truthfully. "Like the Empress, perhaps." 


Tianlang-Jun laughed. "Ha ha ha! No, my wife is a unique and incomparable beauty, haven't 
you heard? Did you expect all humans to look alike, Mobei? Haven't you met some before? 
Ha ha!" 


Mobei-Jun safely said nothing this time. He hummed neutrally. Once Tianlang-Jun tired of 
these courtly games, he would hopefully come out with his true plans... eventually. 
Eventually. Mobei-Jun merely had to survive this death-by-a-thousand-cuts interrogation on 
whether or not he found that sneaky little human bearable to look at first. He needed to be 
strong. 


The red trees in one of the Underground Palace's atriums were impressive, already growing 
tall and spreading wide canopies despite their underground home. The Emperor waffled on 
about how the Lord Advisor had been the one to make the arrangements, to organize the 
architects and the gardeners and engineers, to allow these plants to live somewhere so 
otherwise inhospitable to them. Mobei-Jun thought vaguely about how jealous his stewards 
would be, but simply admired the light of the distant sun-lanterns through the blood-colored 
leaves. It was a different kind of beauty to that of home. 


One of the sun-lanterns falling was an unwelcome intrusion into his peaceful contemplation. 
Even the Emperor stopped talking for a moment. The sound was hideous, fit for a battlefield, 
but when they turned to look, there was only the Lord Advisor and a small war party of 
secretaries, standing on the other side of the twisted carcass of the light. 


"Ha, this palace really is falling down around me!" the Lord Advisor said, his voice faint but 
clear enough on the other side of the atrium. He threw out a series of orders to have the 
servants fix the mess, then turned on his heel and left, with little more than a glance in their 
direction. 


Mobei-Jun eyed the fallen sun-lanterns dubiously. That could have easily killed someone, 
human or demon; the swing of a sword did well enough in many cases, and this metal had 
been moving faster and with greater weight of force. Demonic palaces were not well-known 
for their structural integrity, given the strength and tempers of the occupants, but the 
Underground Palace was typically a role model among them. Had the Emperor said 


something about the Lord Advisor being responsible for the installation of the sun-lanterns 
for the sake of these precious decorative trees? 


Beside him, the Emperor wore a thoughtful frown, watching the servants put out the fire that 
had caught on the robes of some courtier. "How did he manage to drop it like that...?" 
Tianlang-Jun murmured. 


What. 
"...My lord?" Mobei-Jun said. 


Tianlang-Jun flapped a dismissive hand. "Oh, nothing! Nothing! Hm, where did my clever 
little Imperial Advisor say that he was going, again? No one knows how the Underground 
Palace runs better than him! It should really be him giving you this special tour, Mobei; I'm 
sure that a conversation with him would be... illuminating." 


Definitely some kind of game, Mobei-Jun decided wearily. Was the Emperor suggesting that 
the Lord Advisor had arranged the accident himself? Had that been intended as a show of 
underhanded strength? Was it a threat? 


The tour of the impressive and sprawling Underground Palace continued, as did the 
Emperor's jabbing questions, now accompanied by a sharp eye being kept out for the human, 
who was moving through the Palace and the Ministry at an astonishing speed. Further 
assorted accidents had apparently occurred in his wake as well: a collapsed set of stairs, a 
broken balcony railing, a spilled container of the acidic poison that some rock demons called 
refreshments, and so on. Some courtiers and servants had even sustained minor injuries from 
these spontaneous misfortunes. 


"Trying to slow us down, hmmm?" the Emperor said, apparently delighted. Some of the 
attendants around them were leaning against the nearby walls to catch their breath, or rubbing 
their feet and cursing their choice in shoes. "Onwards!" 


Mobei-Jun had seen more predictable paths from demons able to turn themselves into wind. 
It was... It was a waste of his time. It was annoying and infuriating to be dragged into these 
affairs. However, it was, at the very least, not boring. He almost looked forward to 
complaining about this nonsense later. 


He had initially, inwardly refused to assist in the hunt, but... it was becoming tempting to 
make the offer, just to be done with this. 


The Emperor was forced to accost some unfortunate servant for information on the human's 
latest whereabouts. The servant was dragged off their path into a dark corner and, somewhat 
understandingly, screamed at the top of their lungs. 


"Stop screaming, it's just me!" Tianlang-Jun said, steadying them. 


Once the servant realized that they had been accosted by the Demon Emperor himself, they 
screamed again in shock and horror, even louder and shriller than before. Before then 
abruptly collapsing to the floor in a defensive dead faint. 


Mobei-Jun put an unconscious hand to his ear and winced. Hm. 


They eventually learned that the Lord Advisor had left the Underground Palace entirely to 
survey festivity arrangements in the streets and squares of the Imperial City. 


"A day on the town!" Tianlang-Jun crowed excitedly. He punched Mobei-Jun's shoulder, 
lightly by the standards of demon lords, still sure to bruise. "Imagine it now: you and me, 
Mobei, hitting the valley with no clear destination in mind, wandering where our feet take us, 
like carefree young men again! How delicious! Let's do it! Drinks are on me...!" 


Mobei-Jun reluctantly followed. He had never wondered why the Emperor's snake demon 
nephew, who accompanied the man almost everywhere - absent today to tend to the young 
prince and other familial duties, apparently - almost constantly wore a tired or unimpressed 
expression. Understanding was dawning much against his will. 


The Lord Advisor's path was less chaotic under the sky of the Heavenly Valley, allowing for 
some time for sightseeing, as the Emperor seemed to be alternatively pretending that they 
weren't chasing after this oddity of a human being. Mobei-Jun found himself strangely 
annoyed that their tour moved so quickly through the streets. He did not often have the time 
to see much of the Heavenly Valley's Imperial City. To travel through it like this exposed 
him, so it seemed, to only its most discordant noises and its most displeasing smells, turning 
a location that should have been a vibrant triumph of the powerful Demon Realm into 
something that he wanted to scrape off his boot as soon as possible. 


"Mmm, there's the... Imperial Opera House...?" Tianlang-Jun would say, waving his hand in 
the vague direction of a building. "Lovely place. Fascinating shows. I have so many notes for 
them, but they ignore so many of my excellent suggestions. I think that my wife and advisor 
told them to disregard them." 


And Mobei-Jun would turn to look, intrigued by the prospect of a planned and contained 
dramatic show, only to see an establishment that was very clearly an abandoned fighting ring 
or anything but a theater. At which point one of the attendants would shuffled forward to say 
to Tianlang-Jun, "My lord, er, that's not actually one of... never mind," which Tianlang-Jun 
did not mind. The words apparently passed through one of the Emperor's ears and directly out 
the other, if the correction penetrated the skull at all. 


It made Mobei-Jun think briefly of his father. There was no significant resemblance, save to 
inspire the faint concern that too much power altered the mind towards a peculiar uselessness, 
which he did not desire for himself. Had he already been affected? No, he would not think 
overmuch on the matter. 


They successfully appeared to "casually" (Tianlang-Jun's word) corner the Lord Advisor on a 
market street, at one point, even sending some attendants to come down the other side of the 
street to block the exit, only for the human to abruptly disappear. The man's own war party of 
secretaries from the Underground Ministry was in an utter state of panic for losing him. They 
ran about like headless humans. One of them threw themselves at the Emperor's feet and 
begged for forgiveness, only for Tianlang-Jun to step over them without acknowledgement, 
surveying the street with his hands on his hips. The crowd of demons around them bowed 
and stared and whispered. 


Mobei-Jun stared back with a sneer. None of them had seen where a single human had fled? 
If he had not known that the man was of Cang Qiong Mountain, he would have suspected 
Huan Hua Palace illusions, and he detected none regardless. 


Though... did he know that the Lord Advisor was formerly of Cang Qiong? Perhaps he had 
been some type of Huan Hua spy all along, given his close relation to the Empress. 


Mobei-Jun studied their surroundings, asking himself where he might hide if he had been a 
flighty, cowardly, spider-minded rat of a man, searching for the bolt hole. He did not taste any 
abyssal ripples or dark wind in the air. His eyes landed on an open window, where a wary 
demoness was peering around a half-closed shutter, and startled away when she caught 
Mobei-Jun's eye. The shutters slammed closed. He could hear the scrabble of someone 
hastily attempting to make use of a worthless lock. He did not draw the Emperor's attention 
to ıt. 


"Hm," Tianlang-Jun said finally. "This may call for drastic measures." The Emperor turned 
on his heel and began leading them all down the street, not back towards the Underground 
Palace. "Let's go to my favorite watering hole, Mobei, for a refreshing drink after all that hard 
work, and we'll try this tour again tomorrow!" 


One of Mobei-Jun's own attendants whimpered. "Shit," while another one hissed under their 
breath. Such pitiful noises were beneath someone such as him, but an important demon lord 
could still, privately, empathize wholeheartedly. Shit. 


The following tours were not successful. Partially because Mobei-Jun and Tianlang-Jun both 
had other responsibilities frequently calling them away - even the Emperor did not wish to 
upset his sharp wife by abandoning her to socialize alone with their "annoying" noble guests - 
and partially because the hunt operated by rules known only to Tianlang-Jun, which were 
given to change at any moment without warning beforehand or notice afterwards. 


Mobei-Jun quickly dismissed the majority of his clan members from accompanying them on 
these trips. There was clearly little valuable socialization happening. There was work to be 
done at both the local Cold Palace and the Underground Palace. He did not need protection 
from a bizarre series of accidents happening in the periphery of their presence, and the 
Demon Emperor was capable of slaughtering them all and this rendered guards pointless. 
Mobei-Jun had needed to banish a loyal young wind demon from his presence, as the 
messenger had broken down and demanded to be sent swiftly ahead to physically capture the 
elusive Lord Advisor and drag the prize back to his lord, but Tianlang-Jun had refused to 
allow it, insisting that such efficient tactics were "cheating" and "unsportsmanlike". 


"Does the Lord Advisor not reside in the Inner Palace?" Mobei-Jun demanded finally, as he 
and the Emperor found themselves at the far end of the Heavenly Valley. They had received a 
tip that the Lord Advisor had been hiding away at a watchtower at the edge of the 
countryside, only to find that the human had never been here and they had been lured out, 
likely intentionally, into wasting more of their time. "Is it 'unfair' to accost him there and be 
done with this?" 


"Creep up on him while he sleeps, eh?" Tianlang-Jun said amusedly, with a degree of 
salaciousness that Mobei-Jun did not appreciate. He was hardly lusting after a figure he had 
barely seen. "Would that be nearly so fun? Ha ha. Anyway, I already checked there; he's 
avoiding his own apartments somehow, apparently holing up in someone else's bed." 


“How is he getting his work done?” Mobei-Jun asked. Was it all a trick? Was the infamous 
Imperial Advisor merely the construction of a more complicated scheme? Was the Empress 
merely providing her lazy younger brother the appearance of a measure of respectability? 


Tianlang-Jun sighed. “He's very good at his job and the servants all like him better than me, 
though they're all too cowardly to say it to my face,” he said, with what seemed to be honest 
tiredness. “Take it from your wise and only slightly burned elder, Mobe1: when the heavens 

gift you the power to conquer a kingdom, or an empire, or what have you, it does not follow 
that they also gift you with the knowledge and temperament to hold the damn thing together 
afterwards.” 


Mobei-Jun eyed the Emperor cautiously. It was just the two of them, standing on a path 
outside the watchtower, as their few remaining attendants searched the building for clues, for 
a second time, just in case. Their only company was the rustle of the nearby trees and the 
yellowed ripple of the wind across the overgrown fields before them. The clouds and sky 
above were slightly grayed and the sun glowed a hazy, distant red today. 


It took a great deal of effort not to reply that he already knew this. Intimately. Though he held 
the belief that everything would follow strength in time. Everything else was nothing without 
it. 


“Tell me why my most trusted advisor is so hard to find, Mobei,” Tianlang-Jun said. It didn't 
have the sound of an order, exactly. It didn't not have the sound of an order. 


“T do not know,” Mobei-Jun replied, which was not a lie. It also wasn't not a lie. That was one 
of the things that he hated most about these games: it was so hard to see where everything 
started and ended. The board moved beneath his feet. The rules kept changing. 


“He's ordinarily quite interested in looking the latest demon lord up and down - and you're 
hardly the first guest to belong to a clan that was previously making a nuisance of 
themselves,” Tianlang-Jun mused, not so casually as before. He sighed. “Perhaps he's simply 
overworked... throwing such an event in your honor, Mobei, but the explanation seems 
incomplete...” 


It had occurred to Mobei-Jun before now that perhaps the situation was the opposite of his 
first assumption: perhaps the Emperor and Empress genuinely didn't know of his humiliation. 
Perhaps the Lord Advisor had been pretending not to recognize him in a desperate attempt to 
avoid Tianlang-Jun's weighty attention. But Mobei-Jun could not figure out why this 
particular human had kept the secret so completely after all this time. It seemed more likely 
that Tianlang-Jun knew everything and this was all some ridiculous scheme to have him 
confess the incident, so that he could be punished for unknowingly threatening the Emperor's 
future brother-in-law ten years ago. 


“Tt... is possible...” Mobei-Jun began slowly. 


“Yes?” 

“It is possible that we have met... before.” 

“Oh? Is it now?” 

“It is possible,” Mobei-Jun reiterated, flatly, but desperately. “I am not certain of the matter.” 
“Are you?” 

“I do not recall.“ 


”I didn't know that you had spent much time in the Human Realm, Mobei. That's where the 
meeting must have taken place, yes? My advisor had never been to the Demon Realm before 
I brought him along to stay here, you know.” 


“I have not,” Mobei-Jun said. He had had missions in the Human Realm before, but he had 
not spent any time among humans. “The face is merely... vaguely familiar.” 


“How mysterious,” Tianlang-Jun decided gleefully. 


Unsurprisingly, regretfully, the jabbing questions continued, before Mobei-Jun offered no 
more details than what he had already given. Despite this, Tianlang-Jun appeared 
dangerously satisfied. The tour for the day thankfully ended upon their return to the 
Underground Palace and Mobei-Jun was told not to wait up the following morning, to great 
relief all around, though Mobei-Jun knew better than to let his exhaustion show. 


He could have spent the night attempting to decode why the human was doing any of what he 
was doing. Why the Lord Advisor had done any of what he had done. He did not. He went to 
bed that night in the cool safety of the Cold Palace and refused to think about it any longer, 
knowing that it would only be yet another exercise of frustration. 


It was not a surprise, exactly, to be seated next to the Lord Advisor at the festivities that 
shortly followed. Nor was it a surprise that the Lord Advisor failed to show himself at the 
celebration at all. Mobei-Jun remained stoic, not reacting, as the servants and guards chittered 
and buzzed in a panic behind him over being unable to find the human - which was 

somewhat gratifying, at least he had not been the only person to suffer this chase. He only 
looked up when the empty seat was suddenly filled by the Emperor's nephew, the snake 
demon, Zhuzhi-Lang, who had previously been lurking by the imperial dais. 


To an undiscerning eye, it might appear as though the snake demon had always been intended 
to take the place. It also saved Mobei-Jun from being surrounded on both sides by lords with 
whom he did not wish to have conversations. No matter how his so-called peers said it, he 
did not care about the insult of wearing similar clothing or the injury of failing to recognize 
recent accomplishments, unless it culminated in an actual duel for his entertainment. 


Zhuzhi-Lang looked Mobei-Jun up and down. He did not nod in greeting. He simply stared, 
unblinking, and then looked away to pick up the wine in front of him. He prepared to drink 


deeply, then paused after the first sip, and regarded the liquid with apparent thoughtfulness, 
swirling the cup. Then the snake demon looked around the banquet and then drank the wine 
deeply. 


Mobei-Jun settled back into his own seat, more than glad to follow this example. 


It was not that he was opposed to being celebrated. His present clan members deserved to 
enjoy as much of the Emperor's hospitality as they could take, in his opinion, but none of 
them could completely lower their guard here. Though it was not as though any demon could 
ever truly lower their guard anywhere, even those who were loyal to him in the walls of the 
Ice Palace. Few of the courtiers here had any true appreciation of his victories. Fewer still 
could offer compliments that he could respect. It was noisy in this great hall. The smells in 
here were not wholly unpleasant, but there were too many, too strong. 


As a younger man, he had not known whether or not he would survive to be king. He had 
tried not to think overmuch on what it would be like to be king, to waste his time on 
daydreams, but he had not been able to prevent it entirely, especially when he had been 
occasionally trapped in an injury bed with little to do except form angry plans on how he 
would do better than his father. 


Now he was king and... it was not as he had expected it would be. He was unchanged in 
ways that surprised him beyond reason. He had everything he had ever wanted, one could 
say, and it was gratifying, freeing, and significantly better than his life as a comparably 
powerless child; and yet there was also no clear end in sight, no certain path, no enduring, 
uncomplicated satisfaction. 


He was not powerful enough to avoid imperial parties, for example, which seemed like a 
significant point of discontent at the moment. Surely he had better things to do, somewhere, 
such as going to bed for some uninterrupted sleep, than to watch a Mountain Claw Clan 
demon hastily drink himself to intoxication, or to be glared at by Lady Yulan, the elderly 
mother of the lord of the Magnolia Beetle Clan. Presumably, the egotistical insects felt that 
they deserved seats of honor above the Northern King and the Emperor's own beloved 
nephew. 


More interestingly, Tanglang-Jun, a praying mantis demoness, was cooing over some starry- 
eyed human merchant acting as her guest, toy, and perhaps lover. Mobei-Jun tended to find 
such behavior mildly disgusting at best. When it inevitably ended poorly, perhaps the 
explosion would take place publically, and offer him some half-decent entertainment. 


A small handful of demon lords appeared to have brought their human spouses - Mobei-Jun 
could only see one at the moment, the Bone-Eating Vulture Clan lord's little wife - or human 
concubines, most of whom had presumably been taken on as pathetic attempts to earn some 
favor from the human-loving Emperor. Tianlang-Jun had related to him that some of these 
humans were occasionally tasked with insinuating themselves with the Empress, but these 
attempts always failed, most often because the Empress had intimidated them. 


Su Xiyan appeared to be making conversation with Bai Yilin, the Western Mountains Clan 
princess, admiring the White Sword-Toothed Tiger skin that the warrior demoness was 
wearing. Someone was trying to talk to Tianlang-Jun, but the Emperor only had eyes for his 


wife, who was wearing golden claws on her hands, a gilded jawbone for a necklace tonight, 
and the upper half of the gilded skull in her hair, which matched magnificently with her black 
dress. 


Mobei-Jun did not socialize with the Empress. He spoke to her only when she spoke to him. 
After what his family had attempted, he made a specific effort not to pay any more or less 
respectful attention than was strictly appropriate to the human Demon Empress. Which 
seemed something of a shame tonight; Mobei-Jun had no intention of abandoning his 
homeland's own styles for the Heavenly Valley's latest fashions, but he could be curious, and 
this distance made it frustratingly difficult to inquire after the particular tailors and jewelers 
that the woman used. 


The Lord Advisor did not appear at any of the celebrations in Mobei-Jun's honor. He had not 
noticed before that the human had always been busy every time that he had previously visited 
the Underground Palace, but it was glaringly obvious now. Both the Emperor and the 
Empress looked in Mobei-Jun's direction with thoughtful expressions. They could see it too. 


Mobei-Jun followed Zhuzhi-Lang's example and drank. 


"At least I do not have to be here much longer," Mobei-Jun had made the mistake of thinking 
to himself, after the exhausting celebrations within the Underground Palace had concluded. 
The fights that had happened had not been nearly satisfying enough. He had not been able to 
participate in any himself. His greatest battle had been ignoring all of the whispering. 


Because Mobei-Jun had made the mistake of wanting to leave, fate conspired to trap him 
within the Heavenly Valley for a little longer. Or rather: the Emperor conspired to do so. This 
was not a complicated scheme for him, as Tianlang-Jun had simply approached Mobei-Jun 
and said, "Mobei! Having fun?" ("No," Mobei-Jun had replied.) "Good! Good! Anyway, I 
need to speak with you on, mmm, very important things tomorrow! Come back to the palace 
in the morning - late morning, let's be civil about this - and don't even think about going 
anywhere." 


Mobei-Jun's wind demon attendant had been very nearly distraught again. "Are all imperial 
politics so... stupid?!" Shuang Yun demanded. 


"Yes," Mobei-Jun replied immediately, before sending the young wind demon through a 
portal with messages from the Cold Palace. The Ice Palace back home needed to be informed 
that Tianlang-Jun was being difficult again. 


What the difficult Demon Emperor had to say the next morning was this: "Mobei, I think 
there may have been a misunderstanding between yourself and my invaluable advisor. 
Resolve it, will you? I can't have two of my best people not getting along like this." 


There was an especially bright knowing gleam to his eye, but there so often was, and Mobei- 
Jun still could not tell what the Emperor actually knew. Tianlang-Jun directed him to 
"coincidentally" meet with the Lord Advisor "alone". Mobei-Jun understood that he had no 
choice but to agree. Tianlang-Jun showed him the way to the Interior Water Gardens of the 
Underground Palace from the Hall of the First Emperor. 


"He'll come through here sometime this afternoon," Tianlang-Jun explained to him. "He likes 
this hall. And he thinks you've left already for the Northern Desert. Make sure to dress to 
impress, Mobei! But keep it casual. Show him all the appropriate gratitude! But don't come 
on too strong. He's flighty." 


"I noticed," Mobei-Jun said grimly, and Tianlang-Jun laughed. 


"If there's a single scratch on my advisor afterwards, Mobei, I'll take them out on you 
tenfold," the Emperor promised easily. "When in the Human Realm, do as the humans do!" 


"We are not in the Human Realm-" 


The Demon Emperor then left him to go on a "boys' trip" with his son and nephew. Zhuzhi- 
Lang stood off to one side of the hall, looking greener than usual, with a child on his hip. The 
son of Su Xiyan, six years old, appearing healthy and handsome like his mother, stared back 
at Mobei-Jun with a frowning expression on his small face, looking him up and down in a 
suspicious manner that was also very reminiscent of the Empress. As soon as Tianlang-Jun 
reached them, he swept his son into his own arms, throwing the boy into the air, making the 
little prince shriek in surprise, before catching him again. The boy smacked his father's chest 
and snarled at the indignity, but Tianlang-Jun just laughed as he started to walk away and 
then threw his son into the air again. 


"Baba, nooooo!" the boy cried, furious, but he appeared to be laughing at the same time. 
"Aaaaahhhhh! Nooooo! I'm too big for this!" 


"Nonsense! You're barely big enough to be worth eating!" 


Mobei-Jun had never seen a demon lord do such a thing with their child before. None of the 
servants or guards passing through this hall seemed especially surprised or concerned by this 
behavior, even if they did not appear particularly approving. At not much older, Mobei-Jun 
had already been fending for himself in a variety of ways; at not much younger, he had been 
stranded in the Human Realm and nearly left for dead; whereas the beloved little prince 
seemed to be retaining a degree of softness that would surely not serve him well as Demon 
Emperor. 


Mobei-Jun returned to the Cold Palace to make the appropriate arrangements, before 
returning to the Interior Water Gardens as bidden. It was... a surprisingly pleasant area of the 
Underground Palace. A series of halls with large and largely peaceful water features, full of 
graceful statues and simple greenery and colorful fish, kept at an acceptably cool 
temperature. The dim lighting and watery rumble was soothing to his unavoidable headache 
as the usual pain medication took effect. He would have preferred immensely to be lying 
down in a dark room somewhere, but meditation in solitude was better than following the 
Emperor around the Imperial City on his latest whim. 


It took hours before the Lord Advisor finally appeared. Mobei-Jun was alerted by the faint 
sound of muttering, a slight jingle and rustle of clothing, and quick footsteps. The servants 
who had been cleaning around him moved on more silent feet. 


He turned to see that familiar face, a human figure holding an awkward burden of scrolls and 
books, which were half-wrapped in a plain cloak. The Lord Advisor wore a neat and almost 
regal outfit in black and yellow, but the colors only seemed to highlight his ordinary stature 
and the lack of family resemblance between himself and his elder sister. He did not look like 
someone capable of turning the Underground Palace, the seat of the Demon Emperor's power, 
into his own personal spiderweb. 


His situational awareness was not very good. He was only several paces away when he 
performed the double-take to notice Mobei-Jun, his eyes widening dramatically, as he froze, 
not unlike a prey animal. "Ahhh?" he said. 


Mobei-Jun did not know what he was supposed to say, when he was the one between them 
who had the least idea of what was going on. The Lord Advisor looked him up and down, his 
mouth open, his face turning slightly flushed, unable to meet Mobei-Jun's eyes for long. This 
was the person who was supposedly a ruthless negotiator? This was the person who had 
supposedly argued with the furious Emperor in order to spare Mobei-Jun's life? 


"Lord Advisor," Mobei-Jun said, as respectfully as he could manage. 
What he wanted to say was: "You." 
"Aha, yes? That's... that's me," the man replied weakly. 


Mobei-Jun wished that whatever this was could have happened without an audience... and 
frowned when he noticed that a demoness, dressed as a servant, appeared to be lurking too 
close. There was a sharpness, a challenging straightness to her posture, the look of which 
Mobei-Jun did not like. It was focused on the Lord Advisor's back. He took a swift few steps 
forward so that he might be able to lower his voice... 


Only for the Lord Advisor to let out a strangled shriek and immediately take several hops 
backwards, carelessly dropping half of what he was carrying. "Hey, you're not allowed to kill 
me! Please don't-!" 


What? 


Mobei-Jun did not have time to fully contemplate this absurd suggestion, as the demoness 
lunged forward, drawing long knives from her sleeves, with a hunger for the human between 
them. 


Mobei-Jun lunged forward as well, wrapping the human up in a defensive hold with one arm, 
summoning a ram of spears out of the air with the other, and turning an icy back to the 
attacker as a shield. The Lord Advisor screamed uselessly, dropping the remainder of his 
burden, and then wheezed as he lost his breath under Mobei-Jun's arm. 


One of the knives cracked against the ice shield and plunged into Mobei-Jun's shoulder. 
Mobei-Jun gasped. The hastily formed mess of ice spears slammed into the attacker's body at 
the same time, such that the demoness impaled herself in several critical locations, effectively 
immobilizing her as the ice continued to spread. 


Mobei-Jun gritted his teeth and wondered if this was also part of the games being played by 
the imperial family. Perhaps the Emperor was not as enamored with his brother-in-law as he 
pretended to be. 


The Lord Advisor was... extremely warm, held tightly against his body, and squirmed 
annoyingly. Mobei-Jun could feel the man's hot breaths against the skin of his chest. He had 
expected a flimsier creature, but though soft, the human was shockingly solid in his arms, as 
he stood up and put the Lord Advisor back on his own feet. 


When was the last time Mobei-Jun had engaged in such full-body contact with another 
person? A spar with a family member, perhaps? It had been too long if he was so easily 
distracted by the way that this human smelled, like citrus fruit and ink. 


The man's hand was inside his shirt for some reason and the touch burned against Mobei- 
Jun's skin. The human made a hideous wheezing sound as he finally seemed to realize where 
his palm had landed, but he did not move away as he turned to look at the dying attacker 
impaled on the ice spikes, gawking at the knife that had clattered to the floor. 


The Lord Advisor's head snapped to one side and he pulled Mobei-Jun's shirt to alert him to 
further threats. Mobei-Jun turned them around, keeping the human close to him, more certain 
than not that Tianlang-Jun would not care who had scratched or killed one of his pet humans, 
if Mobei-Jun failed to intervene. Two more assassins tried their luck at eliminating the target 
or avenging their comrade, but Mobei-Jun quickly showed them the folly of challenging an 
ice demon in the middle of a water garden, his patience especially limited when there was a 
knife sticking painfully out of his back. 


He expected the Lord Advisor to run away afterwards. As soon as the human had finished 
gawking at the frozen assassins, he would probably flee screaming, Mobei-Jun assumed, 
given that he had nearly been killed and that he also seemed to think that Mobei-Jun was in 
any position to kill him. Instead, this oddity among oddities dropped partially to his knees and 
exclaimed over the state of his books. 


And then the human noticed the knife in Mobei-Jun's back, placed most annoyingly out of 
easy reach, and screamed. He jumped to his feet and began tugging at Mobei-Jun again, 
pulling him and pushing him where he wanted. He was... surprisingly strong. 


"Fuck! Why isn't it bleeding? Oh, that's cold! You... froze it over? That's... probably good in 
case of poison!" 


Mobei-Jun stared at the human before him, even more confused than before, and now also in 
a decent amount of pain. He had met water demons who were less changeable than this 
creature. 


The Lord Advisor belatedly noticed this and took a fearful step back, but then looked at the 
knife again, and then seemed to undergo some sort of full-body realization. "Oh, shit, what if 
there are more of them?! This way! This way!" 


And then he grabbed Mobei-Jun again. He removed the knife from Mobei-Jun's back so that 
Mobei-Jun could freeze the injury over properly, then the human pulled Mobei-Jun off 


towards the Inner Palace, despite his obvious fear, barking orders at servants and guards as 
they traveled. Messages were sent. Crime scenes were to be closed. The Underground Palace 
was to be put on alert, from the Heavenly Guard to the Palace Guard to the Stone Generals. 
Imperial healers were ordered to come treat Mobei-Jun's injury. And if anyone came too 
close to them, the little human snarled like a small dog, and the demons around them 
skittered away like they were genuinely afraid of his bite. 


"My king, this way, I have some healing supplies of my own in the Inner Palace if you don't 
want to see one of our healers. Should I send for someone from the Cold Palace? No need? 
Ah, very tough." 


Mobei-Jun had never been inside the Inner Palace before. He did not know whether or not to 
drag his heels, but vied on the side of caution, and stood carefully still when the Lord 
Advisor finally stopped in a receiving room deep in the Inner Palace. When the human finally 
let go of Mobei-Jun's sleeve, his hands were trembling, poorly hidden in his frantic gestures 
and snapping fingers. The obvious fear threatened to send Mobei-Jun back to the fateful day 
of their first meeting, when he had... indeed threatened to kill this person by any means 
necessary, if the cowardly, traitorous human ever showed his face again. 


Was that it? Was it that simple? 


Mobei-Jun hated to see healers besides his own, as so many medicines so easily became 
poisons, but he allowed the imperial healer to inspect the removed knife for poison. Once 
second opinion had confirmed that this was well-within his own healing capabilities, Mobei- 
Jun had no need of this person, and the Lord Advisor chased the healer away before Mobei- 
Jun could move to do so himself. He seemed inordinately relieved that Mobei-Jun would 
survive and almost unnecessarily stepped forward to treat the injury himself, before putting 
the supplies aside and pretending he'd intended no such thing, and... Mobei-Jun recalled that 
this person had treated him before. The Lord Advisor had removed the Ling Hua dart and 
bandaged his injuries all those years ago. Hm. 


The pertinent questions were on the tip of Mobei-Jun's tongue, despite their audience of 
panicked servants and guards, when the Emperor reappeared with his son and nephew in tow. 
He was visibly, tangibly displeased. There was undisguised relief on his face when he saw 
that the Lord Advisor was well, which suggested that this had not actually been a game of 
Tianlang-Jun's own making. Hm. 


"Jiujiu, are you hurt?!" the little prince called. "Did you really get attacked?!" 


"My prince! My lord! I did! Not a scratch on me, though, I swear," the Lord Advisor 
promised, his voice hoarse with his own relief. 


Servants were dismissed, greetings were exchanged, and Mobei-Jun watched in mild 
disbelief as the Lord Advisor patted the head of the little prince. There was no good reason 
for his disbelief. It was rather that the Lord Advisor was so painfully human, and the 
heavenly demon blood had left its clear mark on the features of the little prince, and yet the 
otherwise cowardly human didn't appear to notice these demonic traits at all. 


In conversation with the Emperor, it was revealed that not only had this assassination attempt 
come from outside the Inner Palace, but that someone had been attempting to assassinate the 
Lord Advisor for days now. The many accidents in his wake had been neither distractions nor 
shows of force on his part. Mobei-Jun exchanged a bewildered look with an equally 
flummoxed Demon Emperor, unreasonably glad to realize that he had not been the only one 
not to notice. This wasn't even his palace. They should have noticed the discrepancies first. 


"Well, they must not have been very good assassins," Tianlang-Jun said, as he stroked his 
chin. "I thought something was odd, but I attributed it to... other things..." 


"I could have died so many times! Holy shit!" The pacing Lord Advisor collapsed on the 
nearest bench. "How did they know I was going to the bookseller today and coming back that 
way? Were they just following me around all day today?! If they'd ambushed me at any other- 


" 


"Ah, I think that may be my fault," Tianlang-Jun admitted. His discomfort over revealing his 
scheme was quickly dismissed in favor of inquiring after the books and scrolls that the Lord 
Advisor had been carrying. Which made the Lord Advisor close his eyes and say: 


"Oh, god. I nearly died for shitty pornography. Again." The human promptly buried his head 
in his hands and made a choked sobbing sound. 


Beyond confirming for Tianlang-Jun that most of the texts were most likely unsalvageable, 
Mobei-Jun elected to ignore this statement. He did not wish to think about erotic literature in 
reference to either the Emperor or the Lord Advisor. He simply refused to think any more on 
the matter. 


Mobei-Jun did not pay nearly as much attention as he should have as Tianlang-Jun discussed 
the investigation into the assassins and the security arrangements for his human advisor. He 
had forcibly turned his mind towards his return to the Ice Palace in the Northern Desert. He 
was overcome with the urge to ensure all was well within his own palace. With this 
humiliating experience, he would surely be able to find holes in his own walls that his rivals 
and enemies would seek to exploit, and might use against his loyal family members and other 
allies. 


But then Tianlang-Jun looked at him and said: "So, in order to be especially vigilant, we'll 
have a personal guard. Mobei, you're not doing anything more important than this. You'll be 
my advisor's bodyguard from now on! Coordinate with the Heavenly Guard on the matter." 


What. 


The Lord Advisor objected, loudly. Mobei-Jun objected as well. Even the trembling Lord 
Advisor brought up Mobei-Jun's responsibilities to the northern kingdoms. But nothing that 
either of them said swayed the whimsical Emperor, who looked infuriatingly pleased with 
himself for orchestrating such an arrangement, such that Mobei-Jun suspected again that 
these supposed assassins were all his fault. 


"The most important thing that Mobei has to do is whatever I tell him to do," Tianlang-Jun 
said dismissively. "The wellbeing of my advisor is exceedingly important to the wellbeing of 


my empire, after all, and it's not as if Mobei has his own lovely wife and child to go home to 
see, does he? So he might as well make himself useful and look after my family instead." 


He either did not notice the way that these struck what felt like a physical blow against 
Mobei-Jun's heart, or he did not care. 


Mobei-Jun felt like his jaw might shatter if he clenched it any harder. He somehow managed 
to loosen it to indicate that he would follow the Emperor's commands, no matter how absurd 
he thought they were. He was not a guard for anyone, especially not for such a strange 
human being. 


"Ha ha, how enthusiastic, Mobei." 


"My lord, please," the Lord Advisor beseeched finally, after several attempts to make the 
Emperor see sense. "We're as good as strangers to each other, if... if not worse." 


"Then this is your opportunity to get to know each other better. After all, you've always been 
so effusive in your praise for our favorite general and his potential-!" 


"Ah..." 


"-and Mobei has always indicated all due respect to the Imperial Advisor who once argued so 
fiercely in support of his clan and has only continued to do well by his kingdom." Tianlang- 
Jun's cheerfulness faded slightly as he gave Mobei-Jun a thoughtful look. "Perhaps this 
respect could be attributed to your mysterious first meeting? An auspicious foundation." 


"Ha ha, yes. That meeting did... set us on the path we're on now. Filled me with all sorts of 
respect," the Lord Advisor insisted, rather pitifully. 


"Hm," Tianlang-Jun said. "Anyway, I'm sure that Mobei will do his best regardless. After all, 
if anything happens to you on his watch, I really don't know if I'll be able to spare his life a 
second time." 


Mobei-Jun stiffened at such a warning. The demonic energy in the air was not painfully 
unpleasant, he would not say that he found it intimidating, but it was... informative. The 
Lord Advisor and his shrill objections also wilted immediately in the face of such a threat, 
though he still attempted to form a defense as Tianlang-Jun proceeded to further outrageously 
insist that Mobei-Jun needed to move from the Cold Palace into the Inner Palace to perform 
these new duties as a bodyguard. Tianlang-Jun ignored these weak contradictory words with 
the grace of a battering ram. 


It was all that Mobei-Jun could do to keep his own demonic energy contained. Especially 
when Tianlang-Jun walked away, leaving him with the human, who stared up at him with 
wide eyes, and Mobei-Jun could not pick him up by the front and shake an explanation out of 
him. Was there a game? What was it? Why had he spared Mobei-Jun's life so long ago? Why 
had he spared it again? 


He was almost grateful when the Emperor's nephew approached to dismiss him, ordering him 
to make the appropriate arrangements with the Cold Palace. Mobei-Jun was in no fit state to 


take on his new charge. His temper burned. 


Later, he could not remember why he had looked back, only that he had paused to watch the 
human who had spared his life be led away by the little prince. There was no fear there of the 
demon child. No obvious dislike or hatred. No resentment for the son of his elder sister. 
There was only fondness and relief. The Lord Advisor looked back at Mobei-Jun briefly, then 
flinched away, and Mobei-Jun turned his back on the man rather than indulge in further 
exercises in frustration. 


Chapter End Notes 


So, uh, yeah, I'm a fan of Mobei-Jun genuinely not liking Shang Qinghua when they 
first meet. Do I think Mobei-Jun was fascinated by him? Sure, in a suspicious and 
resentful and maybe slightly disgusted way. Do I think that Mobei-Jun knowingly found 
him attractive or had any respect for him? No. I like the idea of Moshang's relationship 
growing and deepening over their decades together, especially because I also think 
Airplane Bro genuinely disliked Mobei-Jun when they first met as well. Do I think that 
Airplane Bro found his ideal man incredibly scary hot? Yes. Do I think that Airplane 
Bro honestly respected Mobei-Jun or cared about him as a person back then? Not really. 
There's real resentment behind all that lust and fawning. 


After all, if they genuinely don't get along, then it's sweeter to me when they work it all 
out. There's a particular ironic joy to having Mobei-Jun think: "Who would ever find 
this ridiculous creature appealing?" Or to having Shang Qinghua think: "This guy is a 
spoiled brat! I can't STAND him!!!" 


The Lord Advisor 
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Mobei-Jun thought that he had managed to cool his temper - it had seemed cool in 
comparison to the outrage of various clan members at the Cold Palace on his behalf - but his 
anger seemed to rise again with every step, as he returned to the Inner Palace to play servant 
to a human who had once begged to serve him for the rest of his life. 


Maturity, hard-won experience that was a dubious source of wisdom, at least now allowed 
him to name the things that he hated about this arrangement, which was so reminiscent of his 
childhood. He despised the confusion. The uncertainty. He resented the helplessness. The 
absence of choice. He could not deny to himself that he owed the Lord Advisor a debt, so he 
might have agreed to provide protection upon request, but an Emperor did not have to ask his 
underlings to make themselves useful to him. He demanded. As was his right. 


It was their esteemed Emperor's deranged vision that Mobei-Jun should not only take up 
residence in the Inner Palace, but in the Lord Advisor's own apartments. Mobei-Jun tried not 
to seethe over the fact that he still couldn't be certain that Tianlang-Jun wasn't attempting to 
murder his brother-in-law. He failed. If so, there were better ways to do that. 


The human greeted him nervously, welcoming him in too loudly for Mobei-Jun's low 
headache and throbbing shoulders, which did not seem inclined to at all leave him in peace 
today. The apartments were... not as large as they could have been. The Lord Advisor lived 
in luxury, as befitting someone of his station, but he did not live in the enforced grandeur that 
Mobei-Jun had seen many demon lords demand for themselves. It was... comfortable. 
Practical. It also appeared to have been changed to accommodate Mobei-Jun, bringing in new 
furniture, clearly from the Cold Palace. 


The Lord Advisor had even ordered a meal of northern kingdom dishes for them to share, due 
to an acquaintanceship through letters with Mobei-Jun's stewards. Mobei-Jun tried to glare at 
it like the bait that it was. He failed to maintain his distance. It smelled very good. 


Mobei-Jun focused on something else to keep him sufficiently angry: he did not know how to 
successfully keep this person safe, after several days of seeing this nervous creature's talent at 


scurrying away. There was evidently no throwing this man into a room until this matter had 
been handled. He might somehow chew through the walls. Mobei-Jun was having visions of 
trying to cram himself through half-open windows and other bolt holes, pushing his shadow- 
stepping abilities to their limits to avoid getting stuck. He doubted that the Emperor would 
approve of his keeping this pet human on a leash or of freezing this flighty human's feet to 
the floor. 


He wasn't expecting the Lord Advisor to speak up and address their first meeting directly. 
Nor was he expecting the Lord Advisor to request that they... forget that any previous 
encounter had ever happened. It was true that the encounter had left this human appearing 
rather... pathetic, but the worst of the humiliation had been Mobei-Jun's, without doubt. 


"Why not... start anew right now?" the Lord Advisor suggested, with odd desperation. 


"Ifthe Lord Advisor wishes it so, then it will be so," Mobei-Jun agreed slowly. Though, in 
his experience, no one forgot anything like a life debt, no matter what they claimed. People 
only wished for others to lower their guard. 


Asking why yielded, predictably and disappointingly, answers that made little sense. Was the 
Lord Advisor attempting to say that sparing Mobei-Jun's life had been a mistake?! 


Mobei-Jun spent a significant part of the evening listening to a human cultivator speak poorly 
of all the demon lords who might want him dead, as the Empress had apparently demanded a 
list for investigation purposes. Mobei-Jun might have been insulted on behalf of demonkind 
if not for the fact that every single demon lord mentioned deserved every insult and worse. 
The Lord Advisor was... not unamusing. He was clever. His observations were insightfully 
mean and cruelly perceptive. His mind evidently bounced from thought to thought at an 
astonishing speed. It was almost dizzying. No wonder the Emperor was apparently so 
enamored of this human. They were, in an odd way, two of a kind. 


Not every insult was entirely correct, however, as sometimes the Lord Advisor was giving his 
enemies far too much credit, and Mobei-Jun could not let any compliment to the feckless Red 
Desert Prince stand. The Lord Advisor laughed loudly at nearly everything that he said. It 
was... gratifying. Few people seemed to believe that Mobei-Jun, who did not throw out words 
to the wind as freely as others did, was capable of humor at all, and fewer still seemed to find 
his own extremely correct opinions as amusing and intelligent as he did. 


The evening ended when the Lord Advisor appeared to upset himself over nothing. “Ah, 
wow, that's... a lot of people who want me dead... actually... now that I'm thinking about it," 
the human said to himself. "That's a little... intimidating.” 


Mobei-Jun didn't understand how the human was only just now realizing that he would 
always be intensely disliked in the Demon Realm for his background. Tianlang-Jun also had 
many enemies and rivals, not all of them earned on his own merits, and so any servant of the 
heavenly demons would be a target. It seemed to be something that the man should have 
realized by now. 


“.. The Demon Emperor will make an example of these enemies,” Mobei-Jun reminded him, 
when the Lord Advisor had remained in a sad, deflated lump at his end of the table for too 


long. 


The human had wormed his way into having a most powerful and vindictive ally, though... 
also an extraordinarily aggravating and unpredictable one. Whoever was threatening the Lord 
Advisor's life would live only long enough to fiercely regret their poor choice of enemies. 


"Ah, yes, of course! I don't doubt it! It's good to have friends in high places! I knew what I 
was getting into when I officially became the Imperial Advisor. The protection benefits were 
a big part of it after I... ah... left my sect behind me. I didn't think that would mean having a 
king as a bodyguard, but here we are..." 


"Indeed," Mobei-Jun agreed. 


"I'll have to weed out all the disloyal servants and corrupt officials and double-timing 
assistants again," the Lord Advisor sighed. "Ah, that's not going to be fun. The last time that 
there was a serious traitor, years ago now, Zhuzhi-Lang had to stop someone from stabbing 
me in the face! Usually, they didn't dare to get close to me. It's so hard to find good help these 
days." 


"That has always been difficult." 


The Lord Advisor laughed. "That's true! That's very true. Show someone a little loyalty and 
they'll spit in your face in... return..." He trailed off, giving Mobei-Jun a nervous look. 


He had promised, all those years ago, to be loyal, hadn't he? Mobei-Jun could not remember 
all the details of that encounter, but the shape of the thought seemed to fit. It must have been 
a lie. Mobei-Jun had obviously been correct to refuse the service of a liar. 


"Ah, I've been talking too much, haven't I? I'll call someone in to retrieve these dishes 
already." 


He threw further accommodations and amenities at Mobei-Jun almost like he was offering 
bribes and throwing out bait to preserve his own life, then promised to make arrangements so 
that Mobei-Jun would be able to attend to his own kingdom for however long this imperial 
whim lasted. Then he fled the main room with a few more strange gestures and a final cry of: 
“ Thanks again for saving my life! Goodnight!" 


Mobei-Jun refused to think about it. He was too tired to allow it. He simply laid down 
appropriate protections and wards on the doors and around the residence. If the human 
attempted to slither away without alerting Mobei-Jun, he would find a challenge ahead of 
him. 


The room that he had been given, despite allegedly formerly being the human's private office, 
cooled his temper and soothed his aching body as nothing else had that day. True to the Lord 
Advisor's word, the furniture was appropriately sized and almost disgustingly comfortable, 
the sheets were soft and clean and smelled much like the soaps used at the Cold Palace, and 
the temperature of the room was blissfully, freezingly cold, due to the cold-furnaces made 
with enchanted White Sea Sapphires and even more expensive Abyssal Shadow Crystals. 


Neglecting to make use of any lanterns or the false windows left the chamber beautifully 
dark. 


He doubted that he would truly sleep well, away from the Ice Palace, but at least he would be 
kept in imperial comfort while he failed to find his rest. 


Mobei-Jun expected to spend the day chasing down the Lord Advisor like a cat after a fleeing 
mouse. Instead, they remained within the Inner Palace, and he watched the Emperor's 
treasured advisor anxiously and viciously begin to lay down a new spiderweb, with assistance 
from his loyal attendants, particularly from a wild dog demon and some type of sticky plant 
demon. An attached office was set up for Mobei-Jun as well, though he had left most of his 
servants and clan members to manage the bulk of such affairs back at the Cold Palace. 


The amount of information at the Lord Advisor's fingertips, the strings that he spun and 
pulled with quick and deft fingers, gave Mobei-Jun pause. He had seen the shadows of such 
movements while following the Emperor following Lord Advisor through the Underground 
Palace - the meetings, the messages, the careful tally marks made, the memories recorded, the 
materials manufactured. He had seen the effects from as far as the northern kingdoms. He had 
enjoyed the benefits of such information being shared with him on many important 
endeavors. 


He had not fully contemplated the number of maps and scrolls and tables of numbers that 
were involved in such manipulations. He was familiar with the internal workings of the Ice 
Palace. He had not seen the sheer quantity of ugly threads that held together the appearance 
of being all-knowing so often employed by the Demon Emperor and his sharp-eyed Empress. 
It was an aspect of ruling he had come to respect immensely upon his ascension, if only to 
keep such dull and grueling accounting from consuming his entire day. It was a workload that 
he did not envy. 


It was also somewhat amusing to watch the human chase his assistants around, especially 
when these assistants were obviously attempting to protect him from confronting potentially 
dangerous ministers, who might well be the ones who wanted him dead. The ministers had 
apparently committed unforgivable crimes such as "obviously not being able to count above 
their fingers" and "clearly guessing what every third word meant and inserting their own 
meaning". 


This was... another aspect of ruling with which Mobei-Jun had unwillingly become most 
familiar. There was no order that a sufficiently inept servant or clan member given enough 
time and space could not turn into a new headache. 


”Do you not trust your officials?“ Mobei-Jun asked the Lord Advisor, who appeared to be 
working himself into some kind of fit. One could only hope it was not contagious. 


"What kind of question-?" The Lord Advisor cleared his throat and straightened. "Of course I 
trust my officials! I trust them like everyone managing an empire learns to trust their most 
honorable officials. I trust them to... fuck up this latest aqueduct because they're more 
worried about getting their dick wet instead of crops! I'm pretty sure those rain demons were 
sending hired succubus demons to fuck with things... corporate espionage bullshit... 


Someone is probably going to try to tell me that they honestly thought I was dead and they 
had no choice but to get incredibly drunk in the nearest flower house and toast my memory 
by spilling state secrets!" 


Mobei-Jun could not help it. He laughed. He had never heard it put quite so... colorfully... and 
so was caught off-guard by the vivid scene being painted. 


That was all. 


The Lord Advisor whirled back around to stare at him, apparently shocked as well, and 
then... seemed quite pleased with himself afterwards. There was a noticeable bounce in his 
step. He threw wit out like he had it to spare. 


Mobei-Jun had often wished that he could be quicker with his words. Compared to certain 
silver-tongued members of his family, who sparred or had sparred with ease, he was 
occasionally left at a considerable, infuriating, humiliating disadvantage. The Lord Advisor 
did not seem to wish to make competitions of their conversations, at least, neither offended 
by silence or further questions, though he occasionally slithered away from answering certain 
questions to completion. 


Mobei-Jun learned that the human had not been a spy of Tianlang-Jun's all along, at least, 
though he surely would have become Su Xiyan's spy in Mobei-Jun's service. He also learned 
why the Lord Advisor had apparently argued for his life and his ascension, when the Demon 
Emperor had been prepared to wipe the Northern Desert Clan off the face of the world for the 
attack that Mobei-Jun's father had dared to orchestrate against Su Xiyan and her son. 


"...You let me live," the human said quietly. 


Mercy had inspired mercy. That Mobei-Jun had spared a human's life, after that human had 
saved his life, had suggested that Mobei-Jun could be a good ally to the human-loving 
Demon Emperor. When Mobei-Jun asked if the Lord Advisor considered him indebted, the 
man was quick to wave away the question, claiming that Mobei-Jun's failure to kill him upon 
their reunion in the Underground Palace, despite all previous promises, was repayment 
enough for him. 


Mobei-Jun did not believe this, but... he inclined his head. The Lord Advisor was a uniquely 
strange creature. Perhaps the man truly did believe what he was saying. Mobei-Jun could not 
trust in it, of course, but it was within the realm of possibility. 


The Lord Advisor then asked questions about the geography, wildlife, and customs of the 
northern kingdoms, which put Mobei-Jun on his guard, but... none of the requested 
information was secret. It was information that the Lord Advisor was easily capable of 
finding out for himself, if he did not already know it. He seemed... wistful about not being 
able to see Mobei-Jun's homeland. He had never visited. Likely because there was a 
significant chance that he would die there without the close protection of the Emperor. It 
could be a harsh place even for demons. 


"I get all these messages telling me about things happening in the White Sea and I've never 
seen the White Sea! I've never seen the Teeth of the World! I mean, I don't really want to 


climb them because people who are much stronger than me die, but I'd still like to see snowy 
mountains like that. I'd really like to see Abyssal Lake. I've read about how clear it is and 
about how beautiful it is when frozen over. The icy walls and birds of Ice Valley! The man- 
eating takhi of the Dawn Plains! The sand dunes of the southern northern kingdoms! Ahhh, 
maps can only show so much..." 


He was making Mobei-Jun homesick. He was making Mobei-Jun wistful for all the wonders 
that his responsibilities had not allowed him to see for himself in recent years... or ever. As a 
child, Mobei-Jun had not been strong enough to wander entirely freely, though his powers 
had allowed more than most. What could a Auman truly know of the Northern Desert's 
beauty? When even Mobei-Jun had not seen everything that there was to see? 


"...Maps are not enough to understand the Demon Realm," Mobei-Jun agreed. 
"Ah..." 


"The Demon Emperor should make an effort to show you more of it. Such investment in the 
Demon Realm would be even greater served by a fuller understanding of it... as 
knowledgeable as the Lord Advisor and the Empress have proven to be. It would also serve 
his son well in the future. ...If the Lord Advisor ever visits the northern kingdoms, I will 
endeavor to make arrangements for a tour... with the appropriate protection." 


"Ah, that would be... much appreciated!" 
"It is only appropriate after what the Lord Advisor has done for the Northern Desert Clan." 


Mobei-Jun's Cold Palace ambassador had been the ones to suggest that the Lord Advisor 
could perhaps be brought to the northern kingdoms so that Mobei-Jun could fulfill pressing 
duties. It was also not... an unpleasant thought to show off the might of the Northern Desert 
to the Lord Advisor, so that the human could fully understand the impressive realm he now 
called home. This expressive little human would surely be appropriately appreciative. 


Though perhaps this was also some kind of trick. 


"T'll look into my schedule for the next few months! Ha ha, I'm sure we'll fit it in somewhere 
between all those attempts on my life that I really hope don't actually happen." 


"Indeed." 


The Lord Advisor confirmed for him that the Emperor and Empress were protective of their 
son, and agreed that travel would be essential to his education. And then he said: "Maybe I 
should plan ahead and schedule a trip to the frosty northern landmarks that could kill me for 
whenever the Demon Emperor finally gets it into his head to matchmake his son, whether 
Binghe likes it or not. I'm not mediating that. The Empress can deal with that. She's the one 
who married him. If I'm lucky, I won't make it back alive to see the results." 


Mobei-Jun snorted. He did not wish to be dragged into such an affair either. 


The Lord Advisor was not strong in the way that the Demon Realm valued strength. He was 
not physically impressive in the way that the Demon Realm considered impressive. But 
Mobei-Jun could not deny that this man had made himself useful. Integral, even, to the 
Demon Emperor. He had put powerful chains around the Demon Realm made of a thousand 
tiny webs. 


However, just because the work was important did not make it interesting. At least not to 
Mobei-Jun, who was unused to such an absence of physical challenge. Keeping order in the 
Northern Desert required a willingness to scare off rivals and enemies, to hunt down the 
troublesome creatures that escaped the Endless Abyss, and occasionally to engage in martial 
debate in one's own home. Days of stillness left his power restless under his skin, which 
contributed to more frequent and more powerful headaches and body aches, which did not 
leave him in a mood fit for service to such a talkative human. 


The Lord Advisor became quieter and quieter in response to Mobei-Jun's snappish tone, 
which he knew was not wise, but which he could not prevent when he so desperately wanted 
the human to shut up and for every light in the Underground Palace to shatter irreparably. 


Eventually, the human stood up and came to speak with him about schedules open for Mobei- 
Jun's convenience and leaving the Underground Ministry to burst into flames. He cleared his 
throat and finished: "Perhaps we could... make our way to the Inner Palace's training grounds 
and see Captain Qiang? If Mobei-Jun is willing to speak with the Heavenly Guard again?" 


"Ifthe Lord Advisor wishes." 
If this was some scheme, then perhaps Mobei-Jun would at least get to kill something. 


The scheme turned out to be an extended training session with the Heavenly Guard, the 
warriors of the Inner Palace, and Mobei-Jun graciously refrained from killing blows. The 
Heavenly Guard did as well. Mobei-Jun could not pretend that they were not a challenge, 
especially as he fought one after another of their skilled number, expelling much of his 
restless power through the demands of endurance. It was... exhilarating. It was entertaining. 


The display gathered an audience, which was gratifying, and Mobei-Jun also resented it. 
What was he doing? Was he putting in so much effort to merely show the Heavenly Guard 
their place? Or was he doing this to impress the Lord Advisor, who had apparently put his 
work aside in order to gasp and clap and cheer Mobei-Jun's victories? It was good that he 
could finally directly demonstrate to this spider of the Underground Palace that the Northern 
King was a formidable force, a dangerous warrior, a great general who was invaluable in 
carrying out imperial orders, but he had nothing to prove to this human. There was no need 
for his heart to skip a beat of pride when he turned his head and saw the man looking up at 
him with awe and admiration. 


Mobei-Jun's body ached with satisfaction as well as pain when they were finished. It was 
alarming to be confronted by the little prince afterwards, but such a display of martial 
strength seemed to have won the child's approval. He received the child's permission to look 
after his uncle. The Lord Advisor appeared fond again as he returned the child to the 
Emperor's nephew and to a silver-haired human woman who appeared to be the child's 
caretaker. 


"Congratulations on your victories!" the Lord Advisor said to him when they were standing 
apart from everyone else. "Ah, those were so well done. So clever. I could tell that you were 
holding back to test them and, you know, not bring the ceiling down on our heads, because 
strength like yours would be a real test to our spells and architecture. But of course, you're 
not just all strength, because some of them might have gotten you if you were, it's about how 
you use it, huh? So skillful! That move with the sword was just so smooth, I can't believe you 
broke his weapon like that. I know that it was probably just a training blade, but still, I've 
never seen anyone do that, it was so cool-!" 


He was even more excitable than the child, appreciative and obviously envious. It was... 
amusing again, Mobei-Jun decided, as the Lord Advisor cut himself off, cleared his throat, 
and led him back to their now shared apartments. Unfortunately, for some reason, the Lord 
Advisor then decided to imply repeatedly that Mobei-Jun was weak. That he was hurt enough 
to need to cry for assistance. That he had needed to forfeit at any point during the matches. 
That Mobei-Jun had fought on the Lord Advisor's whim rather than his own desire. 


"I am not your entertainment," Mobei-Jun snarled. He had endured more than enough of 
following the Emperor around before on some stupid game and did not want to be dragged 
into more of them. 


The man flinched fearfully away, curving in on himself, going quiet. It... Mobei-Jun had not 
intended to provoke that reaction. At least... he regretted it now. More strongly than he could 
have expected. Far more than he knew what to do with. 


The Lord Advisor hastily straightened and cleared his throat again. "I didn't think that you 
were. I thought that I was entertaining you. My sincere apologies, Mobei-Jun, for forcing you 
into that situation that you clearly totally hated." His voice was hard. The earlier excitement 
and admiration had vanished, such that the Lord Advisor refused to make eye contact now. 
"Should I let Captain Qiang know that any future training sessions are off? ...I'm sure that 
some of those guards will be happy to hear that." 


" No " 


The following conversation was painfully stiff. Mobei-Jun did not want to spend the rest of 
his time at the Underground Palace in agonizing stillness and said as much, but he had clearly 
deeply offended the Lord Advisor, and... he did not know how to apologize. He did not feel 
that the things that he had said were wrong. But clearly he had said them wrongly. 


From this conversation came an interesting thread: "Sometimes, I wondered how much easier 
my life would be if I was a demon..." the Lord Advisor sighed. 


"If you were a demon?" 


"Obviously, it's not all circumstances of birth! You do have to work for it! Power of the 
ancestors doesn't do anything if you don't put a little effort into it, but... great power from the 
ancestors or from an innate demonic core doesn't hurt, does it?" 


"No," Mobei-Jun said. 


Was the man hinting at something? What did he know? 


The Lord Advisor evidently meant that coming from a particular bloodline offered an 
advantage when it came to cultivating power. Great power from the ancestors was a 
significant advantage indeed. This did not mean that cultivating that power did not hurt. 


"And if I was a demon, then at least I'd just be the lowly, grubby, parasitic wretch attached to 
the Demon Emperor, instead of the lowly, grubby, parasitic, human wretch attached to the 
Demon Emperor," the Lord Advisor said in a joking tone. "Ahhh..." 


Mobei-Jun could not dismiss this thread of thought for the remainder of the evening. What if 
the Lord Advisor had been a demon? Mobei-Jun tried to imagine what it would have been 
like to be born as a human, which he considered a waste of time, but he could not help 
himself. Would he have been content as a human? Never knowing another life? Evidently, 
some humans were far more suited to the demonic life than others, even if the strengths that 
they demonstrated were not the strengths required to be a demon lord. Not everyone could be 
a lord. 


Over the evening meal, the Lord Advisor had managed to drop the dullness and sharpness 
from his tone, and insisted on making conversation about the earlier fights. Mobei-Jun 
endeavored to answer well. It was a topic on which he was very knowledgeable, after all. 


What would the Lord Advisor look like as a demon, he wondered? It was difficult to imagine 
him larger than he was now. His quickness seemed integral to him. Perhaps some sort of rat 
demon. A significant number of the Inner Palace servants seemed to be rat demons, with a 
variety of animalistic features. The Lord Advisor squeaked enough for one. 


At the end of the meal, Mobei-Jun forced himself to say: "...My gratitude to the Lord Advisor 
for making arrangements to meet with the Heavenly Guard today. It was more than adequate. 
Any earlier statements were untrue." 


He needed to keep this human's favor in order to return home anytime soon. 


The Lord Advisor turned on his heel, obviously shocked, even though he could have 
demanded an apology for not receiving the appropriate gratitude earlier. Tianlang-Jun surely 
would have been more than happy to extract apologies or gratitude for the Lord Advisor upon 
request, and this was what Mobei-Jun was attempting to avoid now, but the Lord Advisor 
seemed just as eager as Mobei-Jun to keep the interfering Emperor as far away from this 
situation as possible. Despite his earlier demonstrations, he had not run for any bolt holes yet, 
for which Mobei-Jun was reluctantly grateful. 


"Thank you?" the Lord Advisor said like a question. "See that it doesn't happen again?" He 
wandered off to his bedroom in a daze after Mobei-Jun agreed with a nod, such that he nearly 
walked into his own doorframe. "Ah! Shit! Goodnight!" 


That... had not been as painful as Mobei-Jun had feared. Hm. 


Stepping out into the Underground Palace and Underground Ministry at the Lord Advisor's 
side was less painful than he had feared as well. The human treated it as a tour for an honored 
guest. He kept very close to Mobei-Jun's side and quite shamelessly used him as a shield 
against prying courtiers and grasping merchants he clearly wished to avoid. He also used 
Mobei-Jun's presence to frighten his own officials and ministers into order. It was... 
immensely funny. Mobei-Jun wished it was not so amusing. He was attempting to appear 
intimidating. 


The Lord Advisor's wider spiderweb was even more impressive than the branch he had 
started building for himself within the Inner Palace. There was no topic about which the 
human seemed to not know at least a small part. Perhaps this was why he was always talking. 
He seemed to hold too much in his mind to keep all the information easily contained. Though 
he at least had a talent for talking publicly about plumbing rather than more fragile secrets. 


It was going well until a sharp spike of demonic energy and hasty movement alerted Mobei- 
Jun to a shadowy figure throwing something towards them. He pulled the Lord Advisor 
against him, covered him with his cloak, and caught the poisoned dart out of the air with an 
iced-over hand. 


The assassin immediately bolted. The Heavenly Guards and the Lord Advisor's assistants 
were quick to follow, eager to chase the attacker down. 


The Lord Advisor peeked out from beneath Mobei-Jun's cloak to squint at the dart. He was 
just as shockingly warm against Mobei-Jun's body as he had been last time, at once solid and 
soft, and unable to keep fully still. "Oh, fuck me," he said, clearly exasperated. 


Mobei-Jun's mind immediately went somewhere it shouldn't have, much against his will, 
even though he had thought himself adjusted to the human's uniquely bizarre speech patterns. 
He had never met anyone who spoke like this person. The Lord Advisor was not incapable of 
being eloquent, his spidery mind seemed to have a hand in a great many of the proclamations 
made by the Emperor and Empress, but he was also a shockingly foul-mouthed little creature, 
mean and petty and crude, when he wanted to be. It was alternatively annoying, confusing, 
and amusing... and now it was leading Mobei-Jun's mind to alarming places. 


It did not help that he had to keep the human close as he returned them to the Inner Palace. 
Mobei-Jun only released the Lord Advisor when they were once again protected by several 
layers of vigilant servants and guards, as well as a dangerous number of wards and other 
protections, and the scents of citrus fruit and ink lingered on him for the rest of the day. 


The guards failed to catch the assassin, which was intensely annoying, although Mobei-Jun 
could hardly have abandoned the Lord Advisor to chase the attacker down himself. The 
confirmation that someone was still trying to kill him did appear to depress the human for a 
few days, though all the imperial family at least briefly made an appearance to ensure his 
health and returned to him the skip in his step. 


And, as though the heavens were laughing at them, someone tried to serve the Lord Advisor 
poisoned tea within the week. The guards and servants also failed to discover the source of 
the poisoned tea attempts. The Lord Advisor seemed certain there had been at least three. 


Mobei-Jun could not help his foul mood again, as these pitiful excuses for assassination 
attempts continued with nothing to show for them, though he endeavored not to take his 
anger out on the Lord Advisor again. Was Tianlang-Jun not taking this seriously? Did the 
Emperor not consider how it looked to allow so many attempts on his advisor's life? Did he 
not understand that his empire would grind to a halt if this single human died? When was 
this arrangement going to end so that Mobei-Jun could leave to address increasingly pressing 
issues in the northern kingdoms? Who was going to look after the Lord Advisor when he 
did? 


He resented how quickly he became used to existing at a human's beck and call, but the Lord 
Advisor at least seemed relentlessly grateful for his presence, and was clearly not at fault for 
the ridiculous situation. He was a good host. He was an amusing conversationalist. He was 
capable of leaving Mobei-Jun to the cold bathtub or a dark bedroom upon request. He was 
doing what he could to assist the northern kingdoms in Mobei-Jun's absence. 


Mobei-Jun wished that the man wouldn't wander the main room at night, but as far as 
irritating behaviors went, it could have been far worse. It almost seemed as though the human 
was reassuring himself that Mobei-Jun was still there. He would usually return to bed for the 
night after exchanging a few words, and it also seemed as though certain questions were 
more easily asked and more easily answered in the safety of the quietest hours. 


When asked why he had become a cultivator rather than a farmer, the Lord Advisor replied: 
"Well, even being the world's worst cultivator is generally better than not being one. 
Honestly, it's a little terrifying being human in this world sometimes, especially in the heart 
of the Demon Realm." He bit his lip, then asked: "Do you ever wish that you could have been 
something else? Besides the Northern King...?" 


No one had ever asked Mobei-Jun that before. 


"...I shouldn't be keeping you up this late," the Lord Advisor muttered. "We have a long day 
of someone maybe trying to kill me again tomorrow. Maybe. It's been a few days, hasn't it?" 


Mobei-Jun did not reply immediately, considering the question, considering his answer. It 
was a waste of time to think overmuch on such things... and yet... this little human made 
Mobei-Jun wish to waste his time on this. If he had not been king... if he had been able to 
not be king... what would he seek and take for himself? And only for himself? Not because 
responsibility demanded it, but because the man who had become king wanted it. 


Had his father ever asked himself such questions...? 
Perhaps his selfish father had asked himself questions such as this too frequently. 


"There has never been any value to such thoughts," Mobei-Jun said finally. "The throne of the 
northern kingdoms has always been my goal. To yearn for further power now would be 
foolish. To yearn for less power now would be a deathwish. And for what purpose?" 


"For what purpose?" the Lord Advisor repeated. "Ha ha, that's true. You can already do pretty 
much anything you want, and the Demon Emperor does actually like you. He does! You've 
always known where you were going, haven't you? And you got there! I admire that. I really 
do." 


"You have not always known your path?" 


"Did it ever seem like it? Ha ha, I didn't set out to be where I am now, though I'm not 
complaining. I don't wish that I had less power! I just think that picking tea leaves until my 
fingers are ready to fall off or something has a certain romantic appeal, because, you know, 
vegetables and other crops would probably attempt to commit less tax evasion than the local 
demon lords." 


Mobei-Jun snorted inelegantly. "It would be simpler to put them to the knife if they did." 


A little more conversation saw the Lord Advisor back to bed. Mobei-Jun wondered if he had 
not answered adequately. How ridiculous to wish to let himself think more on things that did 
not matter, that would never matter, so he could offer a better answer to a human's 
meaningless questions that cut him more deeply than they should have. “Having achieved 
everything you wanted, there's nothing more for you?" How had the man known of Mobei- 
Jun dissatisfaction with his ascension to ask that? 


The human looked so soft in these quiet hours, bleary-eyed and rumpled, like he had just 
rolled out of bed. It was not classically attractive. It made Mobei-Jun want things that would 
make his ancestors roll over in their graves. It was giving him headaches. 


The Lord Advisor arranged for Mobei-Jun to return temporarily to the northern kingdoms in 
order to attend negotiations with the White Sea Wind Clan, old allies of the Northern Desert 
Clan, at their ancient fortress on the rocky ocean cliffs of the northeast. It was a difficult 


place to reach for many, though some of Mobei-Jun's clan members were making the harsh 
journey anyway simply to visit old friends, including a party from the Northern Desert clan's 
White Sea Palace in some of the farthest northern reaches of the Demon Realm. Mobei-Jun, 
however, could slip through abyssal shadows to travel there in nearly an instant. 


"Don't worry!" the Lord Advisor had patted, even patting Mobei-Jun's arm before he had 
remembered himself and shied away. "I won't go anywhere! I'll spend the entire time hiding 
behind various members of the imperial family, I promise, just in case." Badgered by his 
advisor and his wife, Tianlang-Jun had begrudgingly given his explicit permission for Mobei- 
Jun to go. 


Mobei-Jun had missed the sharp ocean air and the endless cold sky of his homeland. The first 
thing he did, upon stepping out of the shadows, was breathe in the scent of the windswept 
pines, and listen to the quiet of rustling leaves and distant birds. He wanted to throw off the 
trappings of a king and run. Down a hill, like a reckless young man again, like a careless 
child, like a caged animal, off on the hunt. Northern Kings, especially those visiting the 
Underground Palace of the Heavenly Valley, did not run. It was beneath them. 


He... opened his eyes and found himself turning slightly, only realizing halfway through the 
motion that he was looking for the Lord Advisor. He wanted to see the human man's wide, 
appreciative eyes. He wanted to see the human man's mouth drop open in awe at the wild, 
sweeping landscape, falling rarely silent in surprise. 


Ridiculous. 


Mobei-Jun turned away from such fanciful things and went to act as a king. Unfortunately, 
the feeling did not abate. It had not been long, but instinct demanded that there should have 
been a small human close against Mobei-Jun's side, warm and talkative and clever, as well as 
relentlessly petty and judgemental, with surely a great deal of ruthlessly correct observations 
to make about Mobei-Jun's most infuriating family members. 


The negotiations were not... too tiresome. It was good to be among demons of the northern 
kingdoms again. Mobei-Jun even had the opportunity to engage several of the White Sea 
Wind clan's best warriors in friendly battle, which was invigorating and temporarily 
distracting, but the remainder of the meetings tended towards the routine. A handful of 
Mobei-Jun's elder cousins, white-haired and wrinkled and unfortunately not toothless, had 
apparently come just to have the traditional argument over which clan had the rights to a 
particular mountain glacier. 


With the Lord Advisor's assistance, these meetings would have gone much faster and 
allowed him to spend his time on other matters, Mobei-Jun was certain of it. His only 
comfort was that no one around him knew that he possessed these feelings. 


He performed the required rituals of respect and renewed old bonds with treasured allies. He 
accomplished a great deal of work for the Ice Palace and for the Northern Desert as well, able 
to transport himself briefly in to meet with his stewards and trample the most irritating of 
problems. He spent nearly the entire time thinking about what aspects he wished to remember 
so that he could tell a human about them later. 


He had no less than a dozen concerned or displeased clan members directly or indirectly 
inform him that he needed an heir. More than twice this number of people made similar 
comments about Mobei-Jun's worrying lack of spouse or concubine, presumably for the 
purpose of procuring a child. The White Sea Wind clan made an almost obligatory gesture of 
placing their most attractive and accomplished unattached demons in front of him, and some 
of the present Northern Desert clan demons had also dragged along some of their most 
eligible propositions, and yet Mobei-Jun could not summon a feeling beyond persistent, 
powerful disinterest for any of the candidates and disgust with himself for internally judging 
them on whether or not they would be able to efficiently reorganize northern kingdom trade 
routes. 


Tianlang-Jun's human Empress was undoubtedly capable of such feats, even if she and her 
irritating husband left a great deal of management to her younger brother. What need did 
Mobei-Jun have to marry a great warrior? He was already a great warrior himself, after all. 


Near the end of his visit, Mobei-Jun traveled down to the beaches belonging to the White Sea 
Wind clan's settlement, in order to take in the sea air before he had to return to the 
Underground Palace. He was, quite possibly, also avoiding one of his more persistent great- 
aunts, who always wished to know when the northern kingdoms were finally going to 
descend on the southern kingdoms in a fury of abyssal storms and devour the world, as had 
been prophesied to her long ago by a fortune-teller that the family was widely, secretly 
agreed had been a cheat. But that was neither here nor there. He was meditating upon the 
power of his ancestors, obviously. 


There were children on the beaches, mixed roaming packs of a handful of youths from 
different clans, distantly watched over by a handful of adults and elders sitting higher up on 
the rocks. A number of them had been entertaining themselves during this event by 
attempting to steal hairpins and cloaks using wind spells and other tricks, a trial of courage as 
devised by mischievous childish minds. It was not a game that would have been so well- 
received at the Ice Palace, among the most honored and acclaimed members of the Northern 
Desert Clan, but wind demons lived differently, at least the White Sea Wind and Frost Wind 
demons did, so allowances were made. 


None of them had dared to take anything from Mobei-Jun. One of them, one of the children 
of the Windlord, had come dangerously close to one of Mobei-Jun's earrings, but had 
immediately lost their courage when Mobei-Jun had turned to look at them and raised his 
eyebrows. 


Most of them were too far away to notice him now. A few were obviously frolicking about 
with their stolen treasures, silk scarves and beaded bracelets and feathered pins. Mobei-Jun 
had no intention of interacting with any of them, until he passed close to a pair of young 
teenagers poking at a beached fish, noticed a familiar face, and could not contain his 
surprise. 


"You. What are you doing here?" Mobei-Jun demanded. 


The heads snapped up. The important one belonged to his own young cousin, A-Zhao, who 
was now thirteen years old, and should have been living in the village beside the White Sea 
Palace in the far north. A-Zhao was, as most of their family was, already quite tall. He still 


had blubber fit for a seal pup, large black eyes, and splotches of mottled white, gray, and 
brown across his skin, features from his late mother's family. 


"Auntie brought me...?" A-Zhao said, like he wasn't quite certain. 
"Why?" 


A-Zhao exchanged a wide-eyed look with his smaller companion, who appeared to be a 
young Frost Wind clan demon, a skinny creature of indeterminate gender, likely also from the 
White Sea Inlet village. The little wind demon was unfortunately unhelpful to him. 


"Because I... asked?" A-Zhao said, then tacked on a respectful, "Mobei-Jun." 


An outraged "you're too young!" was on the edge of Mobei-Jun's tongue, but he bit it back. 
No, he had been engaging in much more dangerous endeavors, entirely by himself, when he 
had been even younger than his cousin. He had not seen A-Zhao in a long time. He had made 
a point of not seeing much of A-Zhao and now needed to adjust his understanding of the boy. 


"I see," Mobei-Jun said shortly, for lack of anything else to say. 


Both of the teenagers continued to stare up at him. A-Zhao... looked as though he was doing 
well, as his caretaker and the White Sea Palace steward had said, obviously fit and healthy 
and sure to be very strong when he had finished growing. The boy's "Auntie" had once said 
to Mobei-Jun that he was clever when he could be convinced there was something worth 
being clever for, otherwise stubborn, but overall dutiful, though he was also perhaps too 
curious for his own good... and something of a dreamer besides. Mobei-Jun could not easily 
see any of these traits now, only an awkward, half-grown boy, nearly a stranger to him. 


He did not know anything about this wind demon companion, he thought with narrowed 
eyes. If the boy was already something of a dreamer, then perhaps a flighty wind demon was 
not the best choice of friends for A-Zhao. But... it was not Mobei-Jun's place to say so. 


"...Where is your aunt?" Mobei-Jun asked finally. 


"Up there," A-Zhao said immediately, and pointed up the rocks, over to the local settlement. 
If the boy's caretaker had not bothered to visit the fortress itself, then it was understandable 
that Mobei-Jun would not have seen her at the negotiations and rituals. 


Mobei-Jun inclined his head. "...As you were, A-Zhao." 


As he moved away from them, farther down the beach, he heard the little wind demon 
whisper to his cousin. "What was that about?!" Neither of them seemed to have a good 
understanding of how the sea breeze was carrying their words along, as A-Zhao replied in a 
disgruntled mutter, "J don't know. I never know. I think Mobei-Jun doesn't like me. He always 
looks at me like that." 


The words... hurt. As words should not have had the weight to do. 


Mobei-Jun did not get to hear why his younger cousin believed this, because the little wind 
demon didn't ask, and the two young teenagers were soon scurrying away across the rocks. 


Mobei-Jun wanted to tell them to stay away from the water. But an ice demon from the White 
Sea Inlet, especially one with a seal demon for the other parent, knew how to swim. 


Peace of mind ruined, despite how he tried to enjoy the powerful natural wonders of the 
northern kingdoms, he inevitably turned away to confront his great-aunt. She was one of 
many half-sisters of his grandfather, one of the younger ones, though she was now as well- 
weathered as a picked bone. She despised politics, but valued family enough to take in a 
young ice demon who had been as good as orphaned, when Mobei-Jun had brought A-Zhao 
to her doorstep over ten years ago. She hated people. Why had she left the White Sea Inlet? 


She was not surprised to see him, nor intimidated by his anger. She was sitting among a small 
collection of wrinkled demon elders, all of whom were smoking something extraordinarily 
vile, which produced clouds of green smoke that smelled like rotting fish. Few of the elders 
roused themselves enough to even look at him. She chewed her pipe and fixed him with 
luminous blue eyes, as unconcerned as an iceberg, as he loomed over her and waited for 
answers. 


"Your uncle's seven years dead, eater of kings," she said hoarsely. "What now?" 


Mobei-Jun returned to the Heavenly Valley alone, carrying thoughts that felt too heavy for 
the fact that no one else could see them. There was little that could be done about certain 
matters until... things at the Underground Palace were resolved. He... did not know when all 
the relevant matters at the Underground Palace would be resolved. If ever. 


At least he was now moderately certain that the northern kingdoms would not fall into chaos 
anytime soon. A king liked to check on these things. He had been on long missions before, 
after all. 


There was something shamefully reassuring about reentering the Inner Palace and finding the 
Lord Advisor hard at work within his spiderweb, pulling strings and spinning new ones, 
reeling in his victims and laying traps for others. The human was hunched over his desk, with 
one hand carding absentmindedly through his hair, muttering to himself, scribbling away. 
Exactly where he had promised he would be. He looked slightly flushed with annoyance. He 
sounded as though he was swearing bloody revenge on one of his own ministers. 


He failed to notice Mobei-Jun's presence until one of the Heavenly Guards cleared their 
throat. Then he looked up and smiled widely, excitably, and nearly threw all of his work off 
his desk. He wanted to hear everything about Mobei-Jun's journey, possibly because he had 
pitifully been unable to leave the Underground Palace freely for some time now. 


Mobei-Jun did wonder if the human Anew. The Lord Advisor asked several questions that 
seemed, perhaps due to Mobei-Jun's recent encounters, poking at a particular secret, but the 
jabbing inquiries moved along without needing answers. 


Mobei-Jun did wonder what would happen if he offered the truth. This was another exercise 
in frustration, though, of course, so he quickly cast such a useless thought aside. 


It was... nice to share complaints with someone who understood the grueling, fiddly, 
ridiculous aspects of ruling an empire, and who could assure Mobei-Jun that other kingdoms 
also had these problems and that he was not simply spectacular inept for the position for 
which he had been born and raised, that which he had fought for and nearly died for. Mobei- 
Jun could not so freely reveal such difficulties and frustrations to his own subordinates, who 
might possibly interpret his logistical and managerial pains as weakness, or else attempt to 
solve some of these problems and in doing so surely cause more and worse problems. 


"...I missed you," the Lord Advisor said, late into the evening. He was by then, like Mobei- 
Jun, comfortably drunk. He did not seem to realize that he had said this... aloud... or perhaps 
he did not care if he was heard. "No one else around here gets it, you know? Well, the 
Empress does, of course, but she laughs at me." 


Mobei-Jun did not say that he missed the human as well. It was surely obvious. 


They were treated, the two of them, to all manner of poisonous and venomous creatures 
released within the Underground Palace to kill the Lord Advisor. Either one of the earlier 
assassins had decided to put greater effort into their cowardly schemes, presumably out of 
desperation, or someone had hired a new assassin to pick up where the previous failures had 
left off. 


Mobei-Jun was glad to come from the northern kingdoms. They had many pests and vermin 
of their own, of course, particularly the Shadow Mimics that occasionally crawled out of the 
Endless Abyss vents and bred absurdly enormous swarms if ever they encountered another. 
Those were particularly annoying. But his homeland did not, generally, have many insects or 
amphibians. He was learning about creatures from all over the Demon Realm, much against 
his will, and to his quickly waning patience. 


The frogs at least taught Mobei-Jun, once again, that the Lord Advisor was of a very 
convenient size and weight to carry off over the shoulder. At the beginning, Mobei-Jun would 
not have dared. Now, he learned that the Lord Advisor would merely slump over his shoulder 
and allow it. Good. 


More importantly than the hornets, praying mantises, chickens, flies, scorpions, lizards, 
octopus, wasps, songbirds, bats, and all of the deadly little creatures that had been cleanly 
devoured by the Inner Palace's rat demon servants, Mobei-Jun and the Lord Advisor began 
playing games of strategy against each other in the evenings, particularly weiqi. It was 
gratifying to beat the clever Lord Advisor in such a way. Even if Mobei-Jun knew his victory 
was likely partially because the strict rules of such games severely limited the Lord Advisor's 
personal resources and ability to twist the world's ever-changing, unreliable rules to his 
preferences. 


He cheated. The ridiculous little human cheated. Blatantly. Sometimes subtly. Incessantly. 
Shamelessly. Desperately. Carelessly. It was far more amusing than it had any right to be to 
watch the man squirm and complain and flutter his eyelashes obnoxiously. 


It could also be annoying. (He cheated to hide his other cheating, apparently just to see if he 
could get away with it, flushed with delight at this particular benefit of his imperial position.) 


Mobei-Jun occasionally wished that the Lord Advisor would stop attempting to hide and 
focus, to show off his spidery mind properly, but Mobei-Jun understood that the human 
was... stressed. This contained mischief was better than sitting around listening to the man 
sulk and mutter about "no one wanting me around doesn't mean they have to murder me 
about it" and "maybe I should just hand in my notice of resignation and go back to the 
Human Realm where they also hate my guts but are less likely to literally eat them". 


There was comfort in having an evening companion. It was now absurdly easy for Mobei-Jun 
to receive a second opinion on various issues in the northern kingdoms, as the Lord Advisor 
was capable of offering many opinions on nearly every subject, some which even 
contradicted each other. He “contained multitudes", he claimed, when Mobei-Jun pointed this 
out. 


Perhaps insanity was catching, that Mobei-Jun could become so comfortable within the 
Underground Palace, despite everything. An encounter with the Demon Emperor could 
suddenly, somehow, feel like an intrusion. 


Mobei-Jun had never participated in a "book club" before. Literature was not uninteresting as 
a concept, but he had never enjoyed reading. The text was always written too small and 
unclearly; in his youth, there had always been far more important matters to pursue, and since 
his ascension, the effort always aggravated his headaches. Fortunately, this "book club" did 
not appear to have any books. Mobei-Jun could think of many things he would prefer less 
than perusing potentially erotic literature with Tianlang-Jun, but the list was composed of 
alternatives such as "losing limbs" and "visiting his uncle's maternal family again". 


And also unfortunately, this "book club" did not appear to have any books. There was nothing 
to do but listen to the Emperor wax poetic and sit in the dreadful certainty that this was yet 
another scheme of some kind. Like seeing an Armored Bear in the distance. The beasts liked 
to follow. They would be much closer the next time that they appeared. 


The Lord Advisor seemed extremely anxious. He at least did not seem genuinely afraid for 
his life, thankfully, merely concerned that the Demon Emperor might assign him a second 
bodyguard to also live in his apartments or the like. (It was possible to disobey an order from 
the Emperor, simply unwise, and Mobei-Jun thought indignantly that he would finally draw 
the line at sharing his bedroom. That arrangement would end in someone's murder.) 


The human spoke in Mobei-Jun's favor regarding arrangements for the Abyssal Emergence 
Ceremony, the celebration of his ancient bestial ancestor's ascension from the Endless Abyss, 
which was not strictly required of him, but it was expected and it was important for placating 
ancestors and destroying potentially emergent abyssal beasts. Tianlang-Jun sighed and 
allowed the arrangements to continue, deferring to his advisor. 


Good. So, Tianlang-Jun was aware that his empire could be compared to a large wagon 
traveling at speed. If the driver was assassinated, then he would be lucky if the wagon 
eventually rolled to a halt, because the hauling beasts had wandered off the road to eat weeds. 
There were other, far more sudden, ways for a runaway wagon to stop, Mobei-Jun thought 
darkly. 


"I just can't bear the thought of losing you," the Emperor said, with saccharine sweetness, a 
hand over his heart. His eyes turned back towards Mobei-Jun and his smile widened. "You 
know, I seriously considered marrying this man off to my lazy nephew! It might have made 
something of him, being a married man! Especially to such a loyal and clever spouse." 


What? 


The Lord Advisor stiffened, and beside him, Mobei-Jun went very, very still. The Emperor 
kept talking, but it was only more of this absurd and disgusting idea that he should marry his 
snake demon nephew off to his human advisor, even though the useless snake demon was 
still lying down on the floor and hadn't even bothered to look up to immediately address this 
ludicrous fantasy. The Lord Advisor ended up coughing and wheezing in surprise and upset 


"My lord, I told you: I'm flattered by the concern and the offer, but I'm not... not interested." 
"My lord, please," Zhuzhi-Lang agreed. 


Mobei-Jun had not considered the subject of this human and marriage before, but obviously, 
it would be a waste to give the Lord Advisor away to this disinterested and dispassionate 
snake demon, even if it might keep the human's talents within the family. The snake demon 
was powerful and dangerous, but he clearly did not possess the necessary interest in the 
human's health to be trusted to look after his husband's health. Zhuzhi-Lang didn't even have 
his own kingdom for the Lord Advisor to run. He was fucking one of the man's assistants. 


Tianlang-Jun was briefly redirected into musing on Mobei-Jun's own marital prospects, but 
he rapidly flipped back, like water flowing to fill its container, to this ridiculous and insulting 
idea of marrying his nephew to a human. He started talking about the attractiveness of 
humans. The softness of them. Hadn't he said that he had considered marrying his own 
advisor? It was... wholly inappropriate for the Emperor to be contemplating his own brother- 
in-law's softness at all... and even moreso to talk about these things out loud and make them 
unavoidable... 


Further objections from the Lord Advisor led to Mobei-Jun being dismissed from the room. 
A couple of months ago, Mobei-Jun would have taken any available excuse to leave his 
guarding duties in favor of preparing for the Abyssal Emergence Ceremony. Mobei-Jun did 
not leave the room simply because the Lord Advisor asked it of him; he was leaving the room 
because he was personally above lunging across the seating area, like a snarling tiger 
springing from the bush, to seize the Demon Emperor by the throat and attempt to physically 
force him to stop talking. Most importantly, he knew that such an attempt would not work. 


He paced the Lord Advisor's apartments like a caged animal, waiting for Tianlang-Jun to 
release the human back to him. Surely the Demon Empress would not be pleased to learn that 
her husband was being disloyal in his behavior. If she was told about this... 


Eventually, the Lord Advisor was escorted back to his chambers, with that wretched snake 

demon escorting him. Mobei-Jun did not know what he would have done had Zhuzhi-Lang 
dared to take one step over the threshold. The snake demon unfortunately did not test him. 

The Lord Advisor hastily closed the door in the snake demon's reptilian face. 


Mobei-Jun was left with more important things: the Lord Advisor stumbling over to the 
nearest piece of soft furniture and collapsed face-first upon its surface. No arrangements had 
been made, the human reported. He insisted that the Emperor had been "messing with them". 


Mobei-Jun did not trust this. The Emperor was clearly two-faced. 


"But it's fine!" the Lord Advisor insisted. "If it gets too bad, I'll set two clans against each 
other or something and make him deal with it." He proceeded to list several ideas for causing 
the Demon Emperor a great deal of annoying busywork to alleviate such boredom, ranging 
from spreading petty gossip to potentially starting a war with the Eastern King. 


It relaxed Mobei-Jun, who had not realized how tense he had become, summoning a 
headache to cause him greater pain. "...I shall defer to the Lord Advisor's wisdom in this 
matter," he said. He did not say the final part of: "For now." 


The Lord Advisor sighed again, looking small and upset. Mobei-Jun did not like this. The 
Emperor should have known better than to cause his human unnecessary stress, especially 
during such a convoluted and difficult situation, by realizing that his nephew was a 
thoroughly unacceptable prospect. The snake demon would not appreciate the Lord Advisor. 
A worthy husband would not have abandoned his potential spouse, so miserable, to Mobei- 
Jun's care. 


"Lord Advisor." 
The human raised his head, visibly surprised. "What? Yes?" 
"If there is any need, when I am... away... at the northern kingdoms, you may call." 


There was a carefully woven spell tied to the human's own shadow, which Mobei-Jun had 
cast while anticipating a man who moved like a rat fleeing a sinking ship. He had not 
expected the human to carve a place against his side, obviously grateful for a shield between 
himself and the rest of the world, and to so rarely move from this space. 


"I will hear," Mobei-Jun said, inelegantly. The promise fell from his lips as though other 
words had been attempting to make their way through. 


The human blinked at him. "Ah, thank you. Thank you, my king. I don't think anything will 
go wrong, but better safe than sorry, right? I'll try not to bother you! Ha ha." 


"No." 
"What?" 
"You must call, if there is need, Lord Advisor." 


"Ah, sure. I mean, of course, if there's a need! Of course!" The human still seemed surprised, 
uncertain, and Mobei-Jun doubted that he would call for anything less than a life-or-death 
situation. Marriage negotiations with the Emperor would not count. "You know, ah... 
there's... there's really no need to... never mind." 


"What?" 


The human bit his lip and wouldn't meet his eyes at first, sitting up. "There's no need to call 
me by my title, you know, after all this time. Ha ha, aren't we closer than that by now? We've 
been living in each other's pockets for a while now! At least, in my own home... it's a little 
much..." 


"...What would you prefer?" 


"I don't know. Just my name is fine, isn't it? No one says it much anymore... It's kind of 
stolen, since I was meant to be the peak lord, before I bailed on Cang Qiong, but it's still 
mine, right? The Empress still uses it sometimes, but only when she's trying to make 
something I said sound dumb just by listening to it, and that kind of thing. I'm not just my 
title, you know?" 


"Shang Qinghua," Mobei-Jun tried. 
The man jolted slightly, then smiled hesitantly. "Ha, you know it!" 


"Why would I not know it?" Mobei-Jun said, annoyed. Admittedly, he had needed to ask one 
of his stewards, after seeing his human savior again in the Saintly Throne Hall that first time, 
to be certain, but that was hardly relevant now. Not at all worth mentioning. 


Despite this, Shang Qinghua smiled at him, flushed with pleasure. "Ha ha, that's true, that's 
true... I'm very infamous, aren't I?" 


"There is no one else like you," Mobei-Jun agreed. The shape of the words felt unfamiliar 
rolling off the tongue, especially the warmth of them, accidental, not insincere. Clumsy. 
Honest. 


The human's flush only became worse and he couldn't seem to sit still. "Is that a compliment? 
Aha, it sounds like it could go either way. But it's true! I'm a once-in-a-lifetime genius. I'm 
one of a kind. I'm incomparably accomplished. Demons all around the known world are 
surely cursing my name as we speak because I am costing them so, so much in assassination 
bills." 


Mobei-Jun laughed and Shang Qinghua's smile widened. 
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Performing sacred rituals to honor the ancestors that involved the Endless Abyss was not a 
good time to be distracted. Unfortunately, while wrestling with a hadal monster with shadowy 
tentacles and three mouths, which had been attracted by the rich power of such ceremonies 
regarding centuries of cultivated worship, Mobei-Jun imagined Tianlang-Jun's voice saying, 
clear as day: "My advisor and my nephew would make such a good couple, don't you think, 
Mobei?" And then he was briefly knocked over and nearly had a chunk of his leg bitten off, 
in front of a significant portion of his family members and clan. 


Fortunately, the anger that the Emperor's schemes inspired was powerful enough that it 
allowed Mobei-Jun to promptly freeze through and rip the abyssal beast in half down its oily, 
asymmetrical center. The mess covered his robes. 


"Shit," as Shang Qinghua might say. 


Thankfully, the duties that required the most focus were performed by his great-great-aunt, 
who was the elder sister of his great-grandfather, and who was now the high priestess of the 
temple that surrounded the caldera where the beast called the First Northern King had 
emerged from the Endless Abyss. Pilgrims from all over the northern kingdoms and beyond 
were greeted at this frozen site by the white-robed attendants, who watched over a number of 
active abyssal vents in this forbidding and chaotic area of the northern Demon Realm. 


It was expected that Mobei-Jun might be in a foul mood after such a ritual, which inevitably 
roused the power passed down by his ancestors. It was not unheard of, for a king suffused 
with renewed familial greatness and animalistic appreciation for days long past, to do as the 
ancient kings had done: attack and devour an unsuspecting lesser demon to sate his bloodlust. 
It had not happened since Mobei-Jun's grandfather, but such incidents left an impression, and 
his clan members generally gave him a wide berth, just in case, as he wrestled his inheritance 
of core essence back into submission. The biting whiteness of the surrounding landscape only 
sought to make the resulting headache even worse. 


Such wariness at least spared Mobei-Jun from listening to various elderly cousins complain 
about the weather again. Ice demons coped poorly with the heat as they aged. The Abyssal 
Caldera Temple was perfectly cold, exquisitely and permanently cold, especially compared to 


the Summer Palace at the southern borders of the Northern Desert, and there was apparently 
little certain relations liked more than complaining about how hot the Midnight Sun 
Celebrations were in comparison. The snow there melted during the bright months! 


If it was hot, they complained about the heat. If it was cold, they complained about how 
much they weren't looking forward to the heat. Contentment was merely the time period in 
which to anticipate misery. 


Given these preferences, Mobei-Jun could not fathom why some of them were so keen to 
urge him to conquer the southern kingdoms for their clan. Unless they wanted him to 
challenge Tianlang-Jun and die. Or unless one of his great-aunts secretly wished for nothing 
more than to see the lush southern jungles and then engage in her usual overdramatic fainting 
due to "overheating" at family events more frequently. 


Mobei-Jun made a note to make these remarks to Shang Qinghua, who would surely be 
amused by such observations. If he had only been able to keep the human by his side... 


...He would have spent all his time concerned about the man's safety among his largely 
human-intolerant family and subordinates during a dangerous ritual. Hm. Some important 
events were likely not the best introduction to the Northern Desert Clan or the northern 
kingdoms, no matter what the Lord Advisor had done for their clan despite being human. His 
unfortunate appearance was unimpressive. That was all that many demons would see. 


"Most people are idiots," Shang Qinghua might say wisely. "And they don't even have the 
decency to know it! Er, present company excluded, of course, my king." 


During the final feast, concluding the ceremonies, Mobei-Jun sat above the present members 
of his clan and pilgrims from allied northern clans, most of whom treated him with a fearful 
respect, or at least had the cunning to pretend they respected him. Some elders, he had come 
to learn, would never see him as anything but a child. Some rivals, he had been unsurprised 
to discover, would never see him as anything now except Tianlang-Jun's dog. 


He remembered how... people would crowd around his father, as closely as they dared, 
beautiful women clinging to his arms on the chance that they might become another wife, 
family members desperate for the chance to devour him and become him, and lesser demon 
lords taking what glory and treasure they could from his presence and pockets. Mobei-Jun 
had only ever looked in on this exchange of favors from a distance, rarely. His father had 
allowed this grasping for some reason, possibly too pleasure-drunk to shove them off. 


He remembered how they would crowd around his uncle, as well. He remembered some of 
his brothers and closest cousins, leaning in eagerly, for Linguang-Jun to drip silvery poison in 
their ears - sometimes to lead them to their deaths, in the case of Linguang-Jun's nephews, 
and sometimes to laughingly take them under his arm and treat them as his beloved family, in 
the case of those untainted by his hated brother's blood, and make use of them. Some of the 
wiser ones had been using him in return, out for the power that a new regime promised, and 
Linguang-Jun had smilingly allowed it. He had been well liked. He had been much admired. 
It had been both a talent and a skill. 


Nearly all of them were dead now. The few hanger-ons that were here now were keeping to 
the edges, ducking their heads in shame at having backed the wrong fighter, or smiling and 
laughing as if to pretend that previous allegiances had never happened, all of them biding 
their time. 


To be above his clan, to be Mobei-Jun at long last, put him out of easy reach. He was not 
untouchable, but there was a distance between them, standing in the middle now, as there had 
been to standing on the outside. He preferred it this way. Those who had attempted to hang 
off him, to seduce him, to tempt him, to come drip poison in his ear, to treat him as an old 
friend, had been rejected and taught to regret their audacity. Now, Mobei-Jun watched his 
clan members feast and drink and toast their ancestors, laughing and smiling and exchanging 
friendly blows, and they often looked away quickly or bowed nervously when Mobei-Jun met 
their eyes. 


Respectful. Resentful. Careful. Hungry. Awestruck. Distant. 
Good. 


Among them was a less irritating familiar face, A-Zhao, thirteen years old and hunching his 
shoulders to look smaller, keeping to the edges with his young wind demon friends, looking 
around the ancient hall with awe and wariness. The adult White Sea Inlet demons nearby 
were keeping an eye on the children they had brought with them. Not that anyone in this hall 
dared to greet any of the present children with anything less welcoming than careful 
indifference. Mobei-Jun had made his stance on these subjects exceedingly clear after his 
ascension. 


Mobei-Jun could not approach the children himself in the middle of this feast. He had felt A- 
Zhao's eyes on him, while performing the rituals, and had been careful not to look too 
frequently before the entire clan. He was running out of time to say something. 


Shang Qinghua would have known what to do. The man had endless excuses defending 
anything that he wished to do. He had countless tricks to make it happen without being 
caught at all. Whereas Mobei-Jun was restrained by pride and duty, Shang Qinghua was 
potentially incapable of feeling true shame over anything that he did, expressing himself with 
what sometimes seemed to be reckless abandon. With careless freedom. 


Mobei-Jun had perhaps been spending too much time lately contemplating the tactics of 
assassins. He left the feast, ordering his clan members to continue without him, shortly after 
the children slipped out of the hall. It was easy to arrange himself into their path; he was 
good with directions everywhere he went, especially with the shadowed corners and 
flickering lights laying bare the peculiarities of the layout to his unique senses. He came 
across the young demons as they were hunched over their stolen goods: a half-empty jar of 
wine snatched from the table, and making sour faces as they stubbornly passed around their 
prize. 


It had always been easy for Mobei-Jun to get his hands on such things. He had first tried such 
drinks at a much younger age, reaching through the shadows to pick at the forbidden, though 
he'd had no taste for such things then. 


"So much like your father," Linguang-Jun had tsked once, with a sharp smile and cold eyes, 
when Mobei-Jun had been around A-Zhao's age, trying such things again. After being caught 
by his uncle, Mobei-Jun had not touched such things again for nearly two years. Poison had 
been a concern. Any need or want that Linguang-Jun had known about had been unsafe. 


A half-empty jar of wine was hardly going to be the death of these young teenage demons, 
but Mobei-Jun nevertheless reached through the shadows to pluck their prize out of their 
grasp. They yelped in surprise. A-Zhao was the first to snap his head around and take notice 
of his approach, going wide-eyed and... afraid... before he regained better control of his 
face. 


Mobei-Jun took a drink of the wine himself and nearly made a face as well, recalling too late 
this elderly cousin's peculiarly poor taste in alcohol. 


"...There are better wines to steal," Mobei-Jun said finally to the three teenagers in front of 
them. 


A-Zhao was sitting between his little Frost Wind Clan demon friend and a young demoness 
with... hmmm, the look of the Black Wind Clan... which had been the late Linguang-Jun's 
maternal clan. The coal black hair and eyes, the demon mark that looked as though it had 
been drawn with ash. There was a familiar shape to the eyes and nose, but it did not 
necessarily mean that there was a closer connection than cousins, even if Mobei-Jun's 
instincts wanted this child nowhere close to A-Zhao. 


There was fear in their eyes. 


A child was a child. Was it better to be more like his father? Neglectful and apathetic? Or 
more like his uncle? Resentful and indiscriminate? 


Mobei-Jun looked pointedly at both wind demons, and said, "Leave us." The teenagers 
needed no more than that to eagerly flee the hall, moving so quickly that the resultant breezes 
ruffled A-Zhao's hair and Mobei-Jun's cloak. 


".,.Uncle Shuang brought me here," A-Zhao said defensively. "He's back in the hall." 
"I know. I asked it of him." 


A-Zhao was visibly surprised again, before he mastered the emotion into suspicion. "You 
wanted me here? ...Why?" 


"All demons of the Northern Desert Clan should know the origins of their ancestors. You are 
old enough now to see more of the world," Mobei-Jun answered, and this was not untrue. It 
was... also not enough. 


A-Zhao seemed to be chewing on the reply, not obviously satisfied with the answer. His jaw 
clenched. In the far north, living in the whaling village of the isolated White Sea Inlet, far 
away from the needling words of careless or resentful demon lords, the boy had never needed 
to control his face as tightly as Mobei-Jun had learned to do. A-Zhao was, in some ways, the 
same as he had been as a young child. 


"You have grown well," Mobei-Jun said. 


A-Zhao's eyes widened again. The color of them had not changed either over the years, dark 
and enormous. He still had to look up at Mobei-Jun. 


Mobei-Jun could not bear the weight of the memories, so he turned his attention back to the 
wine in his hand. He did not let it tremble. "This will not help your growth," he said wryly. 
He dropped the jar into shadow, unwilling to finish it himself. 


"...Uh, my apologies..." The boy attempted to bow, but it was awkward, another thing at 
which he had clearly had little practice. Another thing to note for the future. 


"No need," Mobei-Jun assured him, meeting those eyes again, and he allowed himself to 
smile. "On your way. Enjoy the celebrations with your clan." 


The surprised expression reminded him of, of all people, Shang Qinghua. 


"Thank you, Mobei-Jun!" A-Zhao said hastily, attempting another half-bow, before hurrying 
away. He glanced over his shoulder as he went, squinting slightly, before turning the corner, 
leaving Mobei-Jun to wonder what the boy remembered, if anything. 


Mobei-Jun should have done something about this situation years ago. But he had not. 
Dwelling on the matter was another exercise in frustration that he refused to allow himself, 
but it was difficult when there remained the question of what to do now. He had wasted so 
much time already. If the risk of changing things was worth it, if the truth could be told in its 
entirety after all this time, then how much time could he yet afford to waste? 


The Lord Advisor - Shang Qinghua - was glad to see him again, only slightly harried from 
his time trapped within the Inner Palace. "How was the Emperor?" Mobei-Jun asked warily, 
and he received a muttered "J don't want to talk about it, let's not talk about it, how about we 
never talk about it, who's the Emperor anyway, I don't know that guy..." in response. Which 
was likely about as well as to be expected. 


"There have been... no betrothals?" 


Shang Qinghua immediately choked on nothing and tripped over his own feet. He needed to 
cling to Mobei-Jun to stay upright and Mobei-Jun immediately lifted him up, searching 
closely for anything that might be intentionally blocking the man's airways, while Shang 
Qinghua smacked at his chest. With Mobei-Jun's hand on his cheek, the man took in a deep, 
desperate breath. The smacks against his chest turned into a gentle patting. 


Nearby, the young prince and his human caretaker were looking over in concern. The Lord 
Advisor had apparently been playing a strategy game against the child and, if Mobei-Jun had 
read the board correctly upon walking in, the man had been losing the match very badly. 
Mobei-Jun suspected that this had been on purpose. 


"No, shit, no.” Shang Qinghua blinked up at him owlishly, searching his face. "Oh. Oh. You 
were... teasing me? Was that a joke?" 


"Yes," Mobei-Jun lied. 


He did not know what reaction he had wanted, but this was... not bad. Shang Qinghua was 
not heavy for a demon of Mobei-Jun's strength. The clever fingers resting against his chest 
smoothed his clothes, apparently unconsciously, and the solid touch was shockingly warm. 


Shang Qinghua laughed and patted his chest again. "Ha ha, no, I think Zhuzhi-Lang would be 
moved to actually fight his uncle on that front, which... huh... Tianlang-Jun might like that, 
actually? He was going to start planning a big wedding for fun and just ‘find’ a bride and 
groom to fit it along the way, but I made Su Xiyan stop him, because when anyone in this 
place says that they're going to throw a party, what they actually mean is that /’m going to 
throw a party and they're going to stand up in front of everyone and take credit for whatever 
shit stuck to the wall. Also, you know, we might as well write blank invitations for all the 
assassins who would show up to kill me. Ha ha. You can, ah, put me down now, by the way. 
If you want, I mean." 


"Hm," Mobei-Jun said, and reluctantly put Shang Qinghua's feet back on the floor. "It is good 
that your elder sister has finally decided to intervene." 


"Aha, it's... wait, what? I don't-? Sister?" 
"The Empress." 


By Shang Qinghua's expression, Mobei-Jun knew he had missed something even before the 
man spoke. "Su Xiyan isn't my sister...? Well, maybe in a way, but that's... I think I knew 
that some demons had taken some things seriously, but we don't look anything alike, my 
king!" 


"Even full siblings can take after different parents," Mobei-Jun said defensively. 


"She's- wait, you just agreed with me? Ha ha, yeah, we don't look anything alike, which is 
good for her. Not so great for me. We're not related by blood. We're not siblings at all." 


"You're not?!" 


Mobei-Jun and Shang Qinghua both looked over to see the little prince wearing a shocked 
expression, as though his small world had been utterly upended. 


Shang Qinghua pushed away from Mobei-Jun to crouch in front of the child. "Your mother 
and I are like siblings, I guess! We've been through a lot. I'm still your honorary uncle, my 
prince - on your mother's side of things, ha ha, it's true. I'm here because I want to be. There 
wasn't really a good place for me back in the Human Realm." 


The little prince still looked shocked. It was an amusing expression. The human woman 
sitting nearby chuckled softly and his head snapped around to fix her in an accusing look. 


"It's not just because we're both human, right? You knew that your Granny was adopted! 
Why not a maternal uncle?" Shang Qinghua said. 


"No one told me," the little prince said plaintively. "I didn't know!" 


"We thought that you already knew," the human caretaker said gently. "We must have 
mentioned it when you were too young to remember. It doesn't change anything, does it?" 


"No," the little prince said mulishly. 


Shang Qinghua reached out to pat the child's head and got a childish slap for his efforts, but 
that only made him laugh. "Ask your mother how it all went down if you really want to 
know! Ask your father, even! That's always a possibility. That story sounds like it's not an 
uncle's responsibility." 


If the prince hadn't known that Shang Qinghua wasn't his uncle by blood, then it had been 
more than reasonable for Mobei-Jun to make the same assumption, Mobei-Jun decided. Not 
unreasonable at all. 


He and Shang Qinghua left the pouting prince in his adoptive human grandmother's care. 
While Shang Qinghua waved, the boy was already climbing into his adoptive human 
grandmother's lap, complaining about the deception and betrayal. 


Shang Qinghua chuckled to himself all the way down the hall. "Brother to the Empress? Ha 
ha, I think that's a real compliment to me. Ahhh, that's so cute. I hope he doesn't stay mad 
about this for long, especially because we really weren't trying to hide it or anything. I don't 
think something like this is enough to cause a crisis, overturning his entire childhood with 
revelations about the scandalous past of his family, ha ha, not like when the Emperor 
suggested raising him completely away from the Underground Palace as a human and 
dumping everything on him when he turned twenty or something. I understand where he was 
coming from with that, but even / know that those kinds of dramatic, heartbreaking reveals 
really aren't good for a kid's mental health, no matter how fun they are in novels-" 


"...Why would such a revelation cause damage?" Mobei-Jun demanded. "Why would it not 
be a relief to learn that one was a demon? Especially a heavenly demon? With all the power 
promised to a child of the Saintly Throne?" 


"Ha ha, I think that was not a compliment to me. Well, to humans in general. Anyway, it's the 
whole ‘living a lie' thing, isn't it? Feels like a betrayal. Shakes the foundations of your 
understanding of the world. Completely upends your personal plans for the future. Peaceful 
normal life where you get to do whatever you want? Not anymore! That sort of thing. Also, 
aha, the whole ‘humans and demons hating each other' thing that's going to seep through a 
little into the kid's head, no matter what you do. No amount of power can stop people from 
being afraid, right? That shit gets inside your head." 


"Heavenly demons have many enemies," Mobei-Jun conceded, thinking ahead. 


The Northern Desert Clan did not have quite as many enemies, for it was extremely difficult 
to match the sheer offensiveness of the heavenly demons, but the Ice Palace could still be 
treacherous, especially for those in line for the throne or sitting on it. 


He did not know if the fear had gotten inside his father's head. It tried to get into his own 
head, again and again, no matter how many times he refused to allow it entry. His distant 
father, that figure on the throne, had seemed to fear nothing... or had perhaps been dulled to 


fear by too many blinding pleasures... but... Was it a man who feared nothing who 
challenged an Emperor? Or a man who feared too much? And let himself be blinded by it? 


Linguang-Jun had been trying to drip poison into his brother's ear for a long, /ong time, and 
sometimes, he had succeeded. Mobei-Jun still did not know who to blame most between 
them for the scheme to kill the Emperor's beloved human Empress. He would likely never 
know. 


"An ordinary, unimpressive life is really not everything that the Emperor wishes it was," 
Shang Qinghua said, nodding, before he sighed. "But at least it means that people don't hire 
multiple, really expensive, professional assassins to ruin your day, I guess, and he married as 
he pleased, for love or happiness or a scary, badass wife or whatever, anyway, so pffffjt!" 


"...It would be unwise to drag his child into such daydreams..." 


"Yeah, he knows that." Shang Qinghua sighed again, leaning his head back, off-balancing 
himself enough to briefly bump into Mobei-Jun's shoulder. "Ahhh, poor kid. Poor kid. Weight 
of the fucking world on his shoulders no matter what he does... someday. Not yet. He still 
gets to be just Binghe for now. And hey, when he does grow up, at least he's not alone." 


"Yes," Mobei-Jun agreed, looking down at the man beside him. 


"That's the real killer, honestly! I wouldn't wish that fate on anyone. Well, not unless I really 
hated them, but then it's just easier to kill them instead of shoving them off to the bottom of 
the Endless Abyss or something? How does that comment section saying go? ‘Pushing him 
off a cliff is equivalent to giving him a scholarship'? Though, ha ha, that only works for some 
people. The rest of us aren't that lucky." 


Mobei-Jun frowned, vaguely annoyed that he had been about to think of this man as wise. 
"What are you talking about?" 


"What am I what?" Shang Qinghua laughed nervously again, a full-body gesture that once 
again had him bumping into Mobei-Jun's side, a flash of warmth and energy. "It's, ah, it's 
kind of a fictional trope thing, my king! The sort of thing that we should be talking about in a 
book club, but let's... never go to a book club again." 


Mobei-Jun closed his eyes and breathed deeply, repressing a shudder at the memory of the 
Emperor's book club. "No," he agreed. "Not again." 


"Maybe I could find an example sort of story for you to read on your own? I must have 
something somewhere. Ah, what's that thing that the Imperial Opera House has playing right 
now? That's along the lines of what I'm thinking about, right? I should have Yachi find out 
for me... I haven't been to the opera or anything in forever now... Yes, yes, Madam Assassin, 
right this way to sit next to the Lord Advisor and poison his drink! Ha ha. Hm, well, the 
Emperor does have his own box, so actually... Never mind, never mind! I'll check my library 
when we get home." 


Mobei-Jun understood far more of this disjointed wisdom than when they had first started 
this arrangement. It could be irritating, when he had a headache, which could be often, in this 


treacherous, noisy, and overly bright place. It could also be... soothing. He always knew 
where Shang Qinghua was by noise alone. He often did not have to put effort into guessing 
what the man was thinking, although he did not know where these wild thoughts would take 
them both, with each thought apparently strung up and connected to all others by a thousand 
thin and tenuous webs. He could make use of the knowledge shared later. 


He had too many questions to put clear words to now, and too many potential answers that he 
wished to speak aloud so that they might become real by someone else's ears, and no clear 
words for them either, so he said nothing. It was... easier. 


"Wait, where was I going with this?" Shang Qinghua stopped in his tracks, visibly confused 
by his own wisdom. His mind had raced too far ahead of his mouth again. 


At least Mobei-Jun was not the only one. 


"The alternative opera houses in the Imperial City," Mobei-Jun supplied. It had been the last 
thing that Shang Qinghua had said before stumping himself. 


"The alternate-? Ah! Right! The Emperor visits all sorts of places all the time, so I think a lot 
of the dedicated theaters and art houses and music halls have backup plans in place now in 
case he just drops in on them, actually. Anywhere with a stage! He's a real patron of the arts! 
I think he's a little disappointed that none of them have tried to throw him out or banish him 
from the establishment for some reason? He says that used to happen to him a Zot in the 
Human Realm..." 


"Hm " 


"I know, right? It's a hobby, I guess!" 


In a stunning display of his exceptionally unique wisdom, the Emperor decreed that the Lord 
Advisor ought to make a showing at various Underground Palace social events, allegedly in 
order to show the courtiers of the Heavenly Valley that the Saintly House was not afraid of 
the persistent pests trying to snap at their heels. Upon receiving this order, Shang Qinghua 
went pale, nodded to himself, went back into his bedroom, and did not come out again. 


It took Mobei-Jun some time to realize that the human was hiding. Shang Qinghua had not 
closed the bedroom door behind him, so Mobei-Jun peered through the doorway, studying the 
room as he searched. He did not see the human's bedroom on any regular basis except to 
ascertain that there were no assassins lurking between the bedsheets, which was easy enough 
to check with a sweep of the shadows, and the lighting inside now was soft and warm. It 
smelled like Shang Qingha, so uniquely human, as the servants did not enter this room often. 
The temperature inside would have been too warm for Mobei-Jun's comfort at night, thanks 
to the magical furnace glowing faintly orange in a corner of the room, but it could have been 
worse. 


Following the spell he had tied to the man's shadow, he moved through to the luxurious 
bathroom where he had enjoyed many icy baths during his time here, where he found Shang 


Qinghua sitting at the bottom of the empty pool, still fully dressed. His arms were wrapped 
around his knees. 


"On a scale of one to ten, how fucked up would you rate making a man plan the cocktail 
party where he might get murdered?" Shang Qinghua asked him, remarkably conversational 
in tone for a man hiding in a bathtub. "That's pretty fucked up, right? I should have someone 
do a survey on this. Would you sign a petition?" 


Mobei-Jun didn't know what the man was talking about again, but nevertheless kneeled down 
next to the empty bathtub. Shang Qinghua looked small again. It shouldn't have been so 
displeasing, because the man was small next to someone of Mobei-Jun's size, but over the 
past couple of months, Shang Qinghua had seemed to become... bigger than his physical 
size. He was loud and loquacious. He was clever and confident. Mobei-Jun did not like to see 
this man making himself small like this. Like some pathetic, wretched creature scared to peek 
out of its hole. 


"Tell the Emperor that you are unavailable." 


"I should! I really should! But, ah, most of the upcoming events are- well, they're all always 
about business, actually, but these ones are important to both southern and western politics in 
particular. And I've actually been looking for an opportunity to personally speak to the Nine 
Bells Clan ambassador about the state of the southern kingdoms." 


"Let them burn." 


Shang Qinghua laughed, which rang hollow against the tile of the room. "That's really 
tempting, my king, but... ahhh... no, that would probably just end up being even more work 
for me later. It's fine. It's fine. I have to do justice to your and the Emperor's victory over the 
Southern King, right?" 


"Hm " 


Mobei-Jun did not have pleasant memories of those fiery battles. They had been exhilarating 
and dangerous and satisfying, but also painful, and he did not have the time away from his 
responsibilities for extended recoveries again. 


"Exactly! It turns out once you conquer the world, you have to look after it, huh? It's easier to 
make a world than to maintain one that could actually make a man proud. It's way easier to 
look for new flashy fights that impress people than to deal with that, it turns out..." 


"...That is true. Let the Emperor do it." 


"Ha ha ha, ughhhhh, he'd make such a mess, though! Maybe I should just let him make a 
mess of things... but that would only give the Empress more work to do instead... and I 
really don't want the Demon Realm to be a burned out husk. Or the Human Realm. Or any of 
it. I like this world. Even if reckless destruction would be really, really satisfying for, like, 
maybe an hour." 


"Perhaps even two hours," Mobei-Jun suggested wryly. 


"Ha!" Shang Qinghua leaned his head back against the wall of the pool, closed his eyes, and 
sighed again. "I've never let being fucking terrified stop me from doing things before! Well, I 
have, actually. I do other things instead a lot of the time... but sometimes the easiest and most 
efficient option is the terrifying one...? Dealing with demon lords who are always looking for 
weak spots and I'm just one big weak spot all over. It's not fair at all..." 


"No... it's not." 


Mobei-Jun had not considered before this arrangement how much bravery it took to be weak 
in the middle of the Underground Palace. It was, in hindsight, surprising that Shang Qinghua 
could be as arrogant as he was, instead of being an even greater coward. Mobei-Jun faced his 
enemies with all the power he had been born with and all of the power of his ancestors, 
whereas Shang Qinghua set out into a hostile realm and faced his foes with only the power he 
had managed to scrounge up for himself, knowing that even his impressive connections could 
only truly promise consequences for his killer, rather than completely guarantee his safety. 


"I will be there," Mobei-Jun promised. 


Shang Qinghua's eyes snapped open and over to him, before blinking several times. "Ah, of 
course! I didn't mean to imply that my king was going to do anything less than an amazing, 
show-stopping, perfect job at intimidating all other demon lords into quivering wrecks and 

nailing anyone who makes any threats to the wall with ice arrows. No insult was intended!" 


"None was taken." 
"Oh... good." 


They stared at each other, then Shang Qinghua unfolded and pushed up onto his feet. He 
bounced on his heels several times and flicked a stray hair out of his face, readying himself in 
the same way that a small animal might prepare for a jump. 


"All right, time to face the world again, my king! Let's pretend this never happened, ha ha, I 
was definitely just doing a preemptive dramatic reenactment of washing off the metaphorical 
filth of dealing with shitty courtiers who mock me behind my back and to my face. Just... let 
me climb out of here... oh." 


Mobei-Jun offered Shang Qinghua a hand, which the human cautiously accepted, and then 
easily lifted Shang Qinghua up out of the empty pool as he stood. The human was slow to 
release him and did not immediately step away. His expression was, for a moment, oddly 
nervous for a man who often laughed off grievous insults from the demons around him - the 
core of him proudly resilient and flexible, enviously untouchable, as the fear entered his heart 
and apparently only passed through him. 


Shang Qinghua cleared his throat. "Right! Shall we? It'll be fine." 
The first social event that they attended, a feast celebrating some anniversary of one of the 


Emperor's ancestors' achievements that was held in one of the smaller great halls of the 
Underground Palace, did not have any assassination attempts. Mobei-Jun assumed this was 


because neither assassins nor their mysterious clients had genuinely expected the Lord 
Advisor to show his face after so much time hiding in the Inner Palace and the Underground 
Ministry. Mobei-Jun nevertheless found himself craving an eruption of violence early on in 
the evening, when the first courtier sauntered over to offer smirking concern and make 
heavy-handed insinuations about the threat to the Lord Advisor's health. 


He was willing to take this courtier's amusement as a threat. He was extremely willing to act 
accordingly in response to this threat. For all he knew, this annoying person was either an 
assassin or a client attempting to be clever, and Mobei-Jun did not think the Emperor would 
take their side if this person's mouth was even capable of forming a complaint later. 


But Shang Qinghua looked this tree demon directly in the eyes and said, apparently sincerely, 
"Hm? Health-threatening what now? What are you talking about?" 


The tree demon didn't appear to know what to do with this response. They stared, slightly 
open-mouthed. They were frozen in their previously condescending pose. Mobei-Jun 
recognized them as a member of the Fire Leaf Forest Clan in the northwest kingdoms, some 
young upstart presumably sent to the Heavenly Valley to act as an ambassador, but he did not 
know their name, nor did he care to learn it. 


Mobei-Jun was unaware of what public statements that the Underground Palace had officially 
made about the situation, if any, so what did a condescending courtier do if the human 
advisor hadn't actually yet heard the rumor that someone was trying to assassinate him? 


"People are saying that someone wants you dead, Lord Advisor," the tree demon said directly, 
conspiratorially, regaining their smirk with some effort. "Is it not true that there have been 
multiple attempts on your life?" 


"No," Shang Qinghua said. 
The tree demon's expression threatened to turn to shock again. "No?" they repeated. 


Shang Qinghua nodded vigorously, raising a hand to stroke at his chin. "No, not that I can 
recall! I really think that I would have noticed something like that! Ah, the ridiculous things 
that people are saying these days... eh, Mobei-Jun?" 


"Indeed." 


Several other demons around them, in eavesdropping distance, were also struggling to control 
their faces. Were the rumors entirely false? Suddenly, these courtiers weren't entirely sure in 
the face of Shang Qinghua's polite bewilderment. After all, they had not personally seen any 
of these failed assassination attempts that they were gossiping about. 


"That is... good to hear," the tree demon settled on finally. "Truly, the false gossip that people 
come up with these days is absurd." 


They hastily made their excuses and shuffled off to huddle for safety among their peers, still 
with a confused twist to their features, presumably with the intention of haranguing whoever 
had originally shared the rumors with them for making them look like a fool. 


"Aha, that was fun," Shang Qinghua whispered, once they had stepped away from the other 
guests. "I wonder how many people will let me get away with that?" 


Mobei-Jun swept a considering eye over the room. "How many can you challenge?" 


Shang Qinghua let out a small, eager cackle and quickly, viciously rubbed his hands together. 
He named Mobei-Jun his accomplice before he stepped out to socialize with renewed 
confidence, with a bounce to his step that smoothly transitioned into something almost 
stately, straightening his sleeves like he was hiding something up there again. 


"Lord Advisor, good evening! How brave of you to show your face out here again!" said an 
old vulture demon, probably one of the current Tujiu-Jun's great-uncles. After a certain age, 
all vulture demons started to look the same to Mobei-Jun's eyes, all wrinkles and feathers, 
especially when they traveled in their circling flocks of squawking elders. 


"Eh, why?" Shang Qinghua performed an excellent impression of an unconcerned man nearly 
completely distracted by his drink, letting sultry mockery fly over his head. "Why would you 
call it brave? Ah! Did some silly court drama happen again or something?" 


"Something... like that..." 


Someone with a silver tongue might have been able to adapt to the human's schemes, but 
most high-ranking demons were, in Mobei-Jun's experience, not nearly as clever as they 
thought they were. They were also wholly unprepared for an extremely high-ranking human 
to lie so blatantly and shamelessly to them. Many of them looked to Mobei-Jun for help, for 
confirmation that reality was not warping around them, like shipwreck victims searching for 
dry and solid ground, and with great pleasure, Mobei-Jun impassively offered them nothing. 


"I do hope that a human such as yourself hasn't been scared of late by the realities of living in 
the Demon Realm," said a demoness from the Azure Fire Clan, Qingyan-Jun's own sister. As 
he searched for potential weapons of assassination, Mobei-Jun ran a disapproving eye over 
her flamboyant and expensive outfit, which had paired the wrong shades of turquoise and 
orange together, even before one compared either of them to her skin tone or her jewelry. 


Shang Qinghua blinked back at the demoness and said: "Scared? Scared by what?" 


Quicker than some others on her feet, Qingyan-Jun's ambitiously dressed sister said airily: 
"Oh, the... dangers of the Heavenly Valley... The Saintly Throne has so many enemies 
lurking in the shadows, you know, even a demon might find it overwhelming..." 


"Huh, I guess so," Shang Qinghua replied, at once agreeable and dubious. "Honestly, I'm not 
sure what you're talking about, but I'll take your word for it, if you personally feel that way! 
Ha ha!" 


A courtier might make a sly remark about one of the many deadly pests that had been 
released into the Underground Palace and Ministry, and Shang Qinghua would often look at 
them and say, "What are you talking about?" Sometimes, he would elaborate and say, "What? 
What? Who told you that? You know we don't have any of those creatures in this area of the 
Demon Realm, right?" Sometimes, he would then look at Mobei-Jun and, with an 


exaggerated sigh, say something like, "Ah, you know, sometimes I think that geography and 
zoology are vital parts of a well-rounded education that are all too commonly overlooked." 


"One cannot believe everything that they hear," Mobei-Jun would agree solemnly. 


He had a great deal of practice keeping his face from betraying his emotions, particularly in 
denying reactions to people trying to make him angry or otherwise cause him pain. He had 
considerably less practice in maintaining his composure when faced with irritating courtiers 
twisting up their faces in a desperate attempt to keep from accusing one of the Emperor's 
favorite humans of lying to them for his own amusement. Nevertheless, he managed. 


Some of them tried to insult Mobei-Jun as well, unwisely comfortable under the roof of the 
Underground Palace, likely thinking themselves above or below the retribution of a duel. One 
of them appeared to be a warrior from the southern Red Desert Clan, one of the 
interchangeable faces who so often surrounded their prince, apparently soaking up some of 
their lord's arrogance. 


"Mobei-Jun, it is an honor to meet you! You've been here in the Heavenly Valley for months 
now, but so busy! How... remarkable to find a warrior such as yourself so frequently tied to 
the side of the Emperor's human advisor these days. It seems like such a waste of your 
skills... though we are all, of course, at the loyal and obedient service of the Emperor... even 
for such petty matters as playing the lowly guard." 


Mobei-Jun considered challenging them to a formal duel. They seemed to be waiting for it. 
They were smiling at him with particularly sharp teeth and with a coiled readiness to their 
posture, possibly acting as the bait to a trap, falsely confident that he was not capable of 
breaking their spine. If Mobei-Jun had not had a human in his charge, he might have accepted 
this request for a lesson in the differences between them. His spars against the Heavenly 
Guard could be brutal, but they also lacked a certain finishing bite, and it was quite tempting 
to indulge now. 


Instead, he thought about what Shang Qinghua might do. The human was looking on the 
interaction now with obvious concern, shifting as though he was considering intervening, 
protecting Mobei-Jun from some young master overly eager to kick at an imperial dog, which 
was both a... humiliating prospect and a flattering one. Also, it was entirely unnecessary. 


"Who are you?" Mobei-Jun asked. 


Shang Qinghua coughed, obviously hiding his laughter behind his empty cup. Mobei-Jun 
nearly missed the courtier bristling and announcing himself to be the third son of a minor 
southern lord. That southern lord's greatest claim to fame might have been his marriage to 
one of the Southern King's daughters. 


"Ah," Mobei-Jun said. "I see." 
The young master stared at him, obviously expecting more. Mobei-Jun said nothing. 


With another laughing cough, Shang Qinghua stepped a little closer. "Oh, look, my king! It's 
the ambassador from the Eternal Ice Mountain Clan of the southwest, speaking to a 


representative of the northwest's Snake River Clan, both looking so impressive tonight. 
Didn't you say earlier that you were interested in speaking with some true veteran warriors of 
the south on their native martial techniques?" 


"Yes," Mobei-Jun agreed, and allowed Shang Qinghua to lead him away without any 
farewells. It wasn't the same as breaking a limb or a jaw in retaliation, but it was satisfying in 
its own way. 


Afterwards, as they returned to the Inner Palace, Shang Qinghua burst out laughing, and 
tottered into Mobei-Jun's side again, briefly. "Some of them will probably come away from 
this with the impression that I'm an idiot, once they go yell at their spies again, and if the 
person buying way too many assassins to kill me was there, I think I insulted their pride! But 
ahhh, that was fun, don't you think, my king?" 


"It was... entertaining. You did not make many friends, but... most were not looking to 
become your friend at all." Some had offered more sincere (or less obviously false) concern, 
but had generally bemusedly gone along with Shang Qinghua's misdirections. 


"Mmhmm! I didn't like that one sly comment that one guy kind of made about the Empress, 
do you remember it?" 


"No," Mobei-Jun said honestly. 


This just made Shang Qinghua laugh again. "You're so mean, my king! It's so good. Ah, 
remind me to look that guy up and maybe ruin his life later. I think I might have blackmail on 
him somewhere, and if I don't, then I can come up with something." 


"As you wish, though it would perhaps be simpler to challenge a man like that to a formal 
duel and be done with it." 


"Aha ha ha! Are you kidding me?! I'd die! I wouldn't last a- oh. Ohhh. You'd do it?" 
"Yes." 


"...You'd do that for me?" Shang Qinghua seemed almost flustered by this proposition. "Ha 
ha, or are you just that bored? You're probably bored. Was it really slow back in the Northern 
Desert or something? I don't think you ever told me how that Abyssal Emergence Ceremony 
went, you know. How was that?" 


"Messy. Predictable." 
"I need more than two words, my king!" 
"Draining." 


"Aha, isn't everything? I seriously don't think that I've ever heard the details, so I would 
honestly be interested in hearing more, since I didn't really bother to come up with- I mean, 
there's no real ability to learn more about a lot of the ancient history of the Demon Realm 
unless people share these unexpected pasts personally. Everyone keeps so many secrets!" 


The man seemed sincere, even genuinely excited, and Mobei-Jun agreed to share more of his 
family's history over the evening meal. Neither he nor Shang Qinghua had eaten anything at 
the event they had intended, due to the poisoning concern Shang Qinghua made a "mental 
note" to have snacks prepared for them beforehand next time. 


"These things are bad enough without an empty stomach and not being able to drink," Shang 
Qinghua complained. "Ah, ah, ah! I'm so sorry, my king." 


"What for?" 


"I was so busy thinking about being murdered, I forgot about how it would look for you to 
follow me around at these things! Ah, I can cancel the next one-" 


"It's fine." 
"No, really, I can come up with something! I'll just pretend that I'm deathly ill-" 


"It is fine," Mobei-Jun interrupted again, exasperated. "It is not shameful to be seen in the 
close company of one of the most powerful people in the empire." 


Those who resentfully thought him to be Tianlang-Jun's dog, now even more than before, 
were not likely to change their minds if he publically spurned the human's company - or for 
anything. Mobei-Jun had possessed considerably different feelings at the beginning of this 
arrangement, but he could recognize when he had been... foolish... and consumed by 
teenage embarrassment and childish assumptions... and the fear of traps and strings and 
spider webs. Did he really care so much now for the opinions of these loathsome demon lords 
and jealous young masters and condescending courtiers? 


Would he tie himself up in further strings of his own making? It seemed that spiders threw 
their webs at him, no matter which way that he moved... He might as well pick one that was 
useful and unlikely to bite. One that was also... amusing and pleasing to the eye. 


He looked directly at Shang Qinghua again and said honestly, "Your company is far more 
preferable to anyone else in this palace." 


Shang Qinghua's mouth opened and closed several times, he stopped walking, and a flush 
seemed to be traveling up his face. "Ah, well... aha..." He met Mobei-Jun's eyes, then looked 
away, then looked back, several times, before clearing his throat. "Well, with the company 
around here, that's not saying too much. Ha ha." 


Mobei-Jun snorted. It was not untrue, though it was somewhat annoying to have his words so 
casually dismissed. It was, some might say, a privilege to keep the company that he kept now. 
Some demons would kill to be in his place at the moment. 


"Your company would be preferable anywhere," he said. He surprised himself, slightly, with 
how true it was as he said it. 


"Oh? Ah, thank you." Shang Qinghua smiled up at him and didn't seem to be able to stop, as 
he turned to keep walking. "You're very good company too, my king! Really... surprisingly 


good company, actually... Ah! Just thinking about the way that we met! I'm not trying to be 
insulting or anything." He cleared his throat again, still smiling brightly. "What was I talking 
about again?" 


Mobei-Jun thought about it and said, "Snacks." 


"Ah, right!" 


Chapter End Notes 


Tianlang-Jun, banging on the door to the Imperial Advisor's Apartments: "Get out here 
and entertain me by being cute with your assigned bodyguard-boyfriend! Or else I'm 
going to do government without you!" 

Shang Qinghua: "FUCK." 


Figuring out that Shang Qinghua is a transmigrator is a HUGE and frankly unreasonable 
leap in logic that Mobei-Jun is never going to make on his own, it will probably never 
occur to him, because he's missing crucial information that 1) other worlds exist, 2) 
transmigrators exist, 3) the strange way Shang Qinghua talks is the way people talk in 
this other world. It is far, FAR more logical to think that Shang Qinghua is just eccentric 
and simply has an odd way of phrasing things sometimes. People are already weird 
enough as a baseline. 
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See the end of the chapter for more notes 


A limit was placed on the number of events that Shang Qinghua and Mobei-Jun would attend 
over the next several weeks, fought for by the Lord Advisor with a minimum of tears, 
approved by the Empress, and bemoaned by the Emperor. Other limits were in place 
regarding location, guest lists, and more. There were consequences to consider, favoring 
some courtiers while snubbing others, but they endeavored to be unpredictable in where they 
would be and when. 


Shang Qinghua moaned and groaned unattractively about most engagements, and 
occasionally hid in his bathtub again before others, allegedly to purposefully make them 
"fashionably" late, and he did skip one entirely for reasons he would not explain, but he was 
also apparently relieved on some level to make social contact with some of his business 
partners again. Some of these business partners were less pleased to see their unpredictable 
and perceptive human contact again, who was armed with the Emperor's favor and a 
willingness to discard all conventions of demonic society. Shang Qinghua claimed that he 
liked to "keep them on their toes". He kept close to Mobei-Jun's side as he continued to 
manage the spidery web that the Underground Palace had strung across the Demon Realm. 


Mobei-Jun took very little enjoyment from these additions to the previous schedule. However 
rare they were, however brief by comparison, a higher level of alertness was required of him 
for these events than even visiting the Underground Ministry. The Ministry could be chaotic, 
but it was not without discipline. Shang Qinghua could and had, without notice or 
explanation, order any Ministry official to leave or fetch him new textile samples from one of 
the city markets, and a respectful distance was a due given easily. 


Too many demon lords and courtiers were too eager to snake their way into Shang Qinghua's 
space, even with Mobei-Jun's forbidding presence. Mobei-Jun had, without warning or regret, 
broken the nose of the first sly demon to try to lay a hand on the human, before Shang 


Qinghua had even noticed, and had simply bared his teeth at the shocked offender in 
explanation. Shang Qinghua had squawked in surprise at first, made some fluttering excuses, 
then thanked him, and then kept even closer to Mobei-Jun's side for the rest of the day. No 
one had dared to so obviously attempt to even touch Shang Qinghua's shoulder since. 


But these watchful predators still leered forward, testing the limits. They were 
condescending, seethingly envious, full of false concern, or full greed for what this human's 
cleverness could offer them. Or what they might be able to get out of the Emperor using him. 
They learned to keep out of Mobei-Jun's reach, but they still tried to spit their poison, 
whether they had silver tongues to help or not. 


Embarrassingly, Mobei-Jun did not fully realize what his behavior looked like until he caught 
the first whispers of it running around the hall. He did not look protective. At least, he did not 
look only protective. Possessive, they were saying. Jealous. He looked territorial. 


Some people did not look at him as though he was a servant to a human. Some called him the 
Emperor's dog, of course, but most of them did not actually know as he did that he had been 
ordered to act as a bodyguard, so the truth was not often their first assumption. They looked 
at Mobei-Jun and Shang Qinghua as though they believed that the Lord Advisor of the 
Underground belonged to him now... as much as the human belonged to the Emperor. 


Some of them looked to Mobei-Jun for silent permission to approach. Some of them 
approached regardless, strutting forward like roosters, and then abruptly changed their mind 
upon being given a warning look. One particularly wary demon lord had first subtly looked to 
Mobei-Jun for silent permission to answer Shang Qinghua, despite the fact that the Lord 
Advisor had spoken to him first. 


There was no escaping it, especially when the potential assassination attempts adjusted and 
began anew. One day, a succubus demoness approached them, apparently oblivious to Mobei- 
Jun's silent discouragement. The demoness was a sultry beauty, who spoke as though 
intercourse began with the first conversation, and was allegedly a fervent admirer of the Lord 
Advisor's skills and influence, as well as grateful for what his governance had done for her 
clan. 


"I would be even more grateful if perhaps you might advise me privately on some other 
important matters?" she continued. "You have such an impressive killing instinct, Lord 
Advisor. I find myself so curious about other similarities between demons and humans." She 
went on to proposition the human further, not subtly, making an invitation that few lords 
would be able to resist. 


Shang Qinghua wasn't even surprised. He only pressed closer to Mobei-Jun and signaled for 
the Heavenly Guard to come escort the succubus demon away. "I'm flattered, I really am!" he 
insisted, laughing slightly. "But, eh, you're just not my type! Ha ha, maybe you've had a little 
too much to drink tonight? Better go sleep it off in your own bed, thanks." 


The succubus demon had the sort of lush curves and fox-like features that Mobei-Jun 
understood to be considered "objectively" attractive, even when twisted by shock and offense 
at being so easily, immediately, and ruthlessly rejected by a human. She threw back her head 
and laughed, her golden hair ornaments jingling like bells, and several demons around them 


of all ages appeared immediately enamored with her. She endeavored to appear 
understanding, letting her "generous" offer stand in case the Lord Advisor changed his mind 
about falling into the arms of someone capable of eating him alive, even as the Heavenly 
Guard guided her away. 


Mobei-Jun opened a small portal to clear the air of her powerful perfume, a thin cut in the 
world that brought the temperature. He did not like the way that Shang Qinghua appeared to 
look after the demoness longingly. He had thought that the man was smarter than that. 


"Rule of thumb. Rule of thumb," Shang Qinghua muttered to himself, finally turning away as 
the demoness disappeared. "Anyone trying to seduce me is an assassin or a golddigger. Every 
time. Every time. Hard no has always been my protocol even before all of this bullshit 
started, because no demon in their right mind ever really wants me." 


Mobei-Jun's anger twisted in a completely different direction, away from Shang Qinghua, 
though there was no good reason for him to be surprised or offended by the fact that so many 
of his peers were gluttonous liars with poor taste. What could he do? No matter how it 
appeared to outsiders, he had little choice but to drive away anyone who tried to look 
lasciviously at the Lord Advisor. It was a matter of safety. And also honor. If the court 
believed that Mobei-Jun was engaged in an affair with the Emperor's advisor, then he could 
not allow them to believe that he would tolerate such disrespectful behavior towards his... 
human. His lover. 


It was beneath someone as powerful as the Northern King to use his ability to reach through 
the shadows to secretly trip some young fish demon for making eyes at a human. Mobei-Jun 
did it anyway. He was not proud of this, even if Shang Qinghua had snickered at the 
sprawling mess. 


It was also beneath Mobei-Jun to use his abilities to spill the drink of an ancient noble 
demoness back onto her dress, just for making a wry comment about wife-stealing, implying 
that Mobei-Jun taking away the Emperor's mistress was the same as his late father's theft of 
Linguang-Jun's wife. He did it anyway, while she was chortling to herself about his dead 
mother. 


She cried out in surprise as her drink was apparently knocked over out of nowhere, and 
Shang Qinghua immediately responded by startling: jumping backwards towards Mobei-Jun, 
yelling out wordlessly in apparent fear, and dropping his own (untouched) drink. To Mobei- 
Jun's sharp eye, the drink had not been dropped so much as thrown forward. If it had truly 
been an accident, then the way that Shang Qinghua's wine managed to splash entirely across 
her hem was a remarkable coincidence. 


"Ah, what an awful noise!" Shang Qinghua complained, one hand over his heart, rapidly 
fanning himself with the other. "You really startled me with your scream! That's not good for 
humans, you know. Look at how clumsy we both were just now; I think we've both had too 
much to drink!" He fell dramatically against Mobei-Jun's side and said, "I'm tired! We should 


go." 


As they left, Mobei-Jun met the Emperor's eyes across the room. For a man who was 
supposedly losing one of his human lovers to a rival, Tianlang-Jun did not seem displeased in 


the slightest, and he even raised his drink in a mocking toast. Mobei-Jun narrowed his eyes. 
"Asshole," Shang Qinghua muttered, not seeing this. 


"Yes," Mobei-Jun agreed. 


The more obvious, less plausibly deniable assassination attempts continued in the 
Underground Ministry as well. One day, Shang Qinghua walked into the main hall of "his 
little empire" as he called it, to inspect a great gift of tribute delivered from one of the 
southern clans, with Mobei-Jun at his side. It had been reviewed and searched by several 
officials and servants already. They still did not intend to approach the surrendered treasure 
without caution. 


From a distance, the human took one look at some of the glittering firebird feathers that had 
been encased in some sort of preservative liquid, then said, "Oh, shit, that's a bomb." 


Mobei-Jun wasted no time. He pulled Shang Qinghua closely against him, shielding him with 
his body, and simultaneously reached out a shadowed hand. He tore open a crack in the world 
in the tiled floor of the hall. The building and wards rumbled in protest, but the tribute was 
quickly swallowed into an abyss that was both nearby and distant. With effort, Mobei-Jun 
closed his fist and the void mouth again before the shadows could reach out to eat any of the 
nearby officials as well. 


The threat was gone, easily enough. It seemed for a moment that perhaps Shang Qinghua 
might have overreacted. Some of the present demons in the hall appeared deeply distraught 
by the sudden loss of such magnificent treasure. There had been Foxfire Rubies amongst the 
hoard, as well as ivory from White Sun Turtle-Elephants and silver jewelry with the look of 
the Twilight Butterfly Clan, according to some of the lists that Shang Qinghua had been 
given. 


"Ah, that's... thank you, my king," Shang Qinghua said, looking a little dazed by the loss as 
well. His face was flushing red again. "Shit, that was so cool. That was so cool. That's not 
fair. It's really not fair how cool that was and how I'm not immune to the Suspension Bridge 
Effect at all... is this what those wives had to deal with? Is this a taste of my own medicine? I 
think I owe an apology to all of my female characters ever, maybe, aha, even more than 
before..." 


He wiggled slightly, as he muttered nonsense, pushing against Mobei-Jun's chest, signaling 
that he wished to be put down. But Mobei-Jun was reluctant to allow any distance just yet. 


He felt the explosion go off in the abyss he had not fully detached from, like a phantom blow 
to his own body. Mobei-Jun felt it temporarily burn out all surrounding shadows in its prison. 
The strings of his control snapped violently. The sheer heat of it traveled through the void, 
flashing beneath his eyelids, reaching out towards him, before the bridge broke under its 
weight. 


"My king!" Shang Qinghua felt it as well, through him. "What just-?" 


"You were correct." 
"I was...? It really was a bomb?" 
"Yes." 


Shang Qinghua shuddered as well, and instead of pushing away, leaned forward, letting his 
forehead rest against Mobei-Jun's chest. "Fuck, I really hate being right sometimes." 


"Mim." 
"Uggegeghhhhh." 
"Mmhm." 


"All right, I'm fine. I'm fine. I'm cool as ice. Time to go find out if the clan offering explosive 
tribute knew anything about this or just got framed. I haven't seen feathers like that in ages, 
not since that one time on Xi Jiao Peak with Wei Qingwei, and the solution only had a slight 
orangish tint reminding me of Zui Xian Peak, and wow, I'm good." 


"That was... remarkably fast," Mobei-Jun agreed, impressed. 


There had been many times in his life when such swift identification of artifacts and other 
items might have saved him considerable pain. He had the stirrings of a vengeful headache 
now, just by keeping a string attached to the lost tribute as it destructed, as firebirds were 
crucial to the creation of weapons deadly to ice demons such as the infamous Black Sun 
Immortal Fire powder. He was certain that he would have been able to whisk himself and the 
human to safety in time, had Shang Qinghua not called the warning, but... he had likely just 
been spared severely annoying injuries... and now he would not have to listen to Shang 
Qinghua moan about dangerous to "his personal tyrannical dictatorship". 


It would have been good to have Shang Qinghua as his servant. 

It was good to have Shang Qinghua now. 

"...You can, ah, put me down now, my king," Shang Qinghua said again. "Please?" 
".,.As you wish." 


Arrangements were made for yet another investigation that Mobei-Jun doubted would bear 
fruit. If any of the previous investigations had borne fruit, Mobei-Jun did not trust at this 
point that the Emperor was not hiding the harvest for whatever reason. Shang Qinghua also 
seemed pessimistic regarding results. He complained about the simultaneous abundance of 
leads and lack of progress, as Mobei-Jun finally escorted him back to the Inner Palace. 


Ordinarily, it might have pleased Mobei-Jun to have Shang Qinghua agree with him, but the 
headache sown by the explosion was growing strong, watered greedily by every noise in the 
Underground Palace, a thing with sharp thorns and poisonous sap. His power was often 
restless after the Abyssal Emergence Ceremony and his control over it had suddenly snapped. 


He spoke even less than usual, unable to muster responses to the human's chatter, and felt his 
silence like a vine had wrapped around his throat. 


Shang Qinghua noticed. He had become increasingly perceptive as to when Mobei-Jun was 
suffering one of his headaches and body aches - sometimes, he fluttered uselessly and 
annoyingly; sometimes, he made himself scarce immediately; but he tended to revert back to 
increased hospitality. He prepared a cold bath for Mobei-Jun at once and left to go read in his 
bedroom while Mobei-Jun relaxed. The evening meal he ordered was simple, requiring little 
effort to eat, and he served a northern fruit juice instead of wine. He insisted on an early night 
for them both. 


There was pain medication sitting out on a tray by the door to Mobei-Jun's room, which had 
not been there before his bath, carefully arranged. 


Mobei-Jun wanted, unreasonably, to be annoyed by it all even now. He had his own 
medicine, delivered regularly from the Cold Palace, and so left the tray untouched. He 
collapsed into the soft bed of his room, blissfully dark and luxuriously cold, with a smell to 
the sheets that he had missed during his trips back to his homeland. The Ice Palace was far 
grander than these chambers. The Cold Palace was more impressive than the Lord Advisor's 
apartments. Yet neither of those places were so consistently nice. 


He lost track of time trying to wrestle his power back under control. He must have passed out 
at some point, because he awoke the next morning to bells that might as well have been 
stabbing into his skull. The headache was worse, having spread through his entire body . He 
tried to get up and... failed. 


He could not move without feeling deathly ill. He could barely breathe without regretting it. 


He might have suspected poison if not for the fact that this had happened before... many 
times... especially early in his reign. The power of his ancestors howled within him like 
beasts and blizzards. It bit at his skin, gnawed at his bones, and boiled in his blood, resentful 
and hungry and divisive. So few Northern Kings had gone gently or gracefully to their ends. 


Ordinarily, on days such as this one, he would have alerted the servants not to disturb him 
and remained in seclusion until he had mastered himself again. During this arrangement, he 
had kept himself tightly wound, fiercely mastered, and had been fortunate enough not to 
suffer such a brutal attack within the Underground Palace until now. Visiting the Ascension 
Hold in the Northern Desert for meditation during his occasional visits to the northern 
kingdoms had helped before. 


Ordinarily, on unpleasant days during this arrangement, he took his medication and suffered 
through the day. As soon as he could stand, he told himself, he would simply do so again. 
This was the worst day he'd had in years, but he did not have time for it. 


Shang Qinghua was stirring. He needed to get up. 


He couldn't. 


He managed to get to the edge of the bed and promptly threw up over the side. 
Then he fell back against the bed again, his head still spining. 
Fuck, as Shang Qinghua would say. 


Mobei-Jun lost track of time again. He had only intended to allow himself a few minutes, but 
the world came into excruciating focus again when there was a knock at the door, where 
Shang Qinghua was now hesitating just outside. Mobei-Jun was still struggling to get out of 
bed when the human cracked the door open and peered inside. The light that came through 
was horrific. 


"Mobei-Jun...?" 
"Close the door." 
Shang Qinghua squeaked and slammed the door shut. The noise was also horrific. 


Mobei-Jun stayed carefully, painfully still, but did not master himself by the time that Shang 
Qinghua carefully cracked the door open again and slipped inside. Mobei-Jun shied away 
from the light, closing his eyes. The door closed slowly and quietly this time. 


"My king!" Shang Qinghua said in a hushed cry. "What's wrong? Are you hurt?" 


This was, perhaps, even more humiliating than their first meeting. At least then, Mobei-Jun 
had actually been dying, instead of simply being laid low by his own power. 


Shang Qinghua scurried over, with a faint clinking sound, before he put the tray of pain 
medication on the bed beside Mobei-Jun. He made a low sound of pity. "Ah, ew, what 
happened here? My king, please tell me that one of those stupid assassination attempts didn't 
actually get you," he pleaded. "Were you poisoned? Ah, I could never forgive myself if I 
actually got you killed just because everyone in this stupid world wants me dead for not being 
as impressive and good-looking and torture-happy as some ridiculously OP protagonist-" 


"I'm not dying," Mobei-Jun gritted out. 


"Sure, sure, I believe you, my king. You're so tough and strong and practically invincible, 
that's so true, I'm so impressed and not insulting you even a little bit, but if you're poisoned 
by something, then you have to tell me so we can fix it-" 


"It's my own power." 
"-because there's no point in suffering just to prove a point, you- what?" 


Mobei-Jun did not grind his teeth because, from experience, he knew that this would not 
make his headache any better. The downsides of his family's rituals were a closely guarded 
secret; generally, it was known only to the Northern King, his most trusted personal servants, 
and a handful of elders with crucial spiritual positions within the clan. Even Mobei-Jun hadn't 
known of this particular consequence until after he had consumed his father's essence. 


This drawback had... offered an explanation for some of his father's hedonistic tendencies. 


Knowing that he would not be able to escape this without some explanation, Mobei-Jun said 
in a low voice, "The power of the previous king is ritually consumed by the ascending king." 


Most of it was, at least; some was always lost in the transfer. A considerable wealth had 
nevertheless been built up over many thousands of years, such that the Northern Desert Clan 
had been panicked when Tianlang-Jun had threatened to destroy Mobei-Jun's late father's 
body, leaving them to rebuild the foundation of their power from nothing, if he left them alive 
at all. 


One of Mobei-Jun's ancient ancestors had lost more power than most in the transfer ritual. 
This ancient ancestor had responded by devouring the essences of nearly half of his clan in a 
mad panic. It was something of a horror story among the clan today. 


"I know that," Shang Qinghua said softly. "That's why I... tried my best to make Tianlang- 
Jun see reason and let you ascend as you should have..." 


He had succeeded. The human Lord Advisor, true identity then unknown, had performed for 
Mobei-Jun's clan a priceless service, creating an unpayable debt by talking a vengeful 
Tianlang-Jun down. The existence of this debt, Mobei-Jun still resented more often than he 
didn't, simultaneous to being immeasurably grateful for his good fortune. Mobei-Jun hated 
appearing weak. He hated appearing so pathetic in front of this man in particular. Repeatedly. 


"The power can be... uncooperative," he said slowly. "The rituals are meant to cleanse it... to 
force foreign essences to mix and become one... but..." 


It did not always work. Ideally, the spirit of a previous Northern King would give up their 
power willingly. /deally, the spirit of a previous Northern King would not attempt to 
influence the next. Realistically, many kings found it difficult to relinquish control. 
Realistically, few kings enjoyed the idea of no longer being able to dictate their legacy. 


"The lingering fragments are not alive, but they are willful. The power... tries to separate..." 


The devoured did not get to dictate the actions of the beast that had devoured them. The 
ghosts of his ancestors did not live on in his head. Sometimes the rituals could go... 
wrongly... and the distant sounds too much like voices had driven some particular unworthy 
kings and thieves mad... but Mobei-Jun's father was both dead and gone. Even though his 
influence... lingered. 


"I will master it again. Soon." 
"Oh," Shang Qinghua said. "I didn't know that it worked like that." 
Mobei-Jun grunted. "Why would you?" 


" 


I..." There was a soft laugh. "I don't know. If there's anything that living here has taught me, 
it's that I really don't know everything. I just... feel like I should have known this, I guess." 


"Do not tell anyone." 


"I won't. I won't, my king, your secret is safe with me. Have... have you been dealing with 
this all this time? Because I've seen you rubbing at your temple sometimes-" 


"Yes." 


"Oh, that's... not good. What does it feel like? I've been wondering if it was migraines or 
something; does it feel like a headache or...? No, that's not helpful. Is it?" 


Mobei-Jun was seriously concerned that he would be sick in front of this man. "No." 
"My king, what can I do to help? What do you want me to do?" 


Mobei-Jun wanted Shang Qinghua to go away and forget this - or at least pretend that this 
had never happened. He wanted this not to be happening and for this consequence of power 
not to exist. But wanting the impossible was yet another exercise in frustration. 


While he struggled to speak, Shang Qinghua apparently made up his own mind: he jumped 
up and took action. The human promptly canceled all of his business with the Underground 
Ministry, by speaking to the Heavenly Guards just outside the doors, and he also informed 
them that he wouldn't even be in his Inner Palace office today. Mobei-Jun could distantly 
overhear this conversation. 


ye 


"I'm taking a ‘me day'!" Shang Qinghua declared. "I'm treating myself today!" 

Shang Qinghua then brought him his own pain medication, which later allowed Mobei-Jun to 
drink water and eat something of the simple food that was brought to him by the human 
alone. The rat maids and monkey from the kitchens were not permitted to cross the threshold 
of the apartments. 


Mobei-Jun's most trusted personal servants back at the Ice Palace knew that he had "bad 
days" as every previous king had suffered before him, but many did not know exactly why, 
and Mobei-Jun had never had any of them attend him during his worst bouts of illness. He 
had locked himself in his private rooms, cultivated desperately, and waited to improve or die. 


When demon lords who showed weakness were inevitably betrayed, people shook their heads 
and made jokes about how it was like asking a hungry dog to give up a bleeding chunk of 
meat, because there was only so far that loyalty went. 


This service was... a new experience. 


The Imperial Advisor of the Demon Emperor - and Steward of the Saintly House, and 
Minister of the Underground Palace, Shang Qinghua had bragged to him - was kneeling on 
the floor beside him, cleaning up his vomit, with only minimal complaining. Mobei-Jun tried 
to insist that Shang Qinghua not lower himself in this way, knowing that he was never going 
to live this down, but he was ignored. 


"I've cleaned up far worse for people I didn't actually like,” Shang Qinghua said, wrinkling 
his nose. "I should tell you some more stories about being a disciple of An Ding Peak, except 
that maybe I shouldn't, because it doesn't exactly make me look impressive. But what does? 


It's kind of miraculous that you haven't been forced to clean up after me like this yet, because 
that sounds like the sort of thing that would happen to me. That's my kind of luck. How about 
you even promise to do the same for me if necessary? That's fair, right? Ha ha." 


"I ordinarily dispose of such things by casting it away through the shadows," Mobei-Jun 
admitted. He had hidden many embarrassing or dangerous things as a child using his portals. 


"Seriously?" 
"Yes. The servants do not need to know." 


"...Shit, maybe I should have just let you do it. When you're feeling better, of course! It's not 
easy for you to use your powers at the moment, is it?" 


"I am able." 
"Ha, that's not what I asked, my king. I can do it. It's fine." 


Mobei-Jun disagreed, but he could not voice that opinion without being potentially sick 
again. He wanted this human to stop being so amenable. It was suspicious. 


"It is so fucking cold in here," Shang Qinghua muttered to himself. He had wrapped himself 
up in a furred coat and snow boots, despite his own cultivation, appearing amusedly round. 
Like some kind of snow rabbit gaining its winter fur. "My king, you were already sleeping in 
a fridge; I can't believe that you asked me to lower the temperature in here." 


Yet Shang Qinghua had done that with minimal complaint as well. He had dimmed the lights 
in the other room so that opening the door did not make Mobei-Jun want to die. and now 
walked on careful feet. He picked up a table and pushed it up against the bed so that he could 
place supplies in Mobei-Jun's easy reach. When the scent of one of the dishes, previously 
enjoyed on many occasions, had made Mobei-Jun's stomach turn violently, Shang Qinghua 
had immediately carried the soup from the room as hastily though it had been another 
threatening bomb. 


Then he settled in the next room, just outside, reading or scribbling notes, and periodically 
came to check on Mobei-Jun. He did not allow anyone entry to his apartments. He met the 
head housekeeper and imperial chamberlain at the door. Captain Qiang of the Heavenly 
Guard received the same treatment. Not even his personal assistants, the wild dog demon and 
the plant that was fucking the snake, were invited inside the main room even briefly. 


It was for the human's own safety of course, but Mobei-Jun felt... in a way... protected. 


He could have destroyed approaching enemies by unleashing the roiling power inside him, of 
course. The attack would be inelegant and agonizing and would almost certainly set back his 
recovery by hours or days, but his shadow portals could tear most demons apart on the spot if 
need be, or at least temporarily banish them to some faraway abyss. 


But to be shielded from even prying eyes was an unexpected boon. 


It felt like another debt he owed Shang Qinghua, no matter how many times he had saved the 
human's life so far. Shang Qinghua made no mention to anyone of Mobei-Jun's weakened 
state. 


Perhaps the human was merely waiting to pass the information on to the Emperor and 
Empress later, no matter what promises he had so easily made, winding yet another string 
around Mobei-Jun's neck that would someday turn into a rope. A fool among fools, as his 
father had been before him, Mobei-Jun... doubted that Shang Qinghua would do this. 


He cracked one eye open to see the darkened silhouette of Shang Qinghua yet again 
anxiously peering into the room. The human took this as permission to creep closer, even... 
kneeling beside the bed again. He didn't say anything at first. He shifted to sit down and 
hugged his knees, his cheeks and nose faintly flushed by the cold of the room. 


This close, Mobei-Jun could smell the ink on his fingers, the citrus soap in his hair. 
He could hear the man's breathing, soft and steady. 


He could even sense the human's spiritual energy: a golden light that seemed like a glowing 
insect, like a yellow bird fluttering, like a spider spinning its thin and gleaming threads, 
compared to the storm inside Mobei-Jun. Small, uncharacteristically delicate, compared to 
the violent clash of countless competing essences, the smooth curve of thin control 
maintained by ritual spell and force of will, the lingering outrage and fear of powerful kings 
finally faced with their own mortality. A small creature like Shang Qinghua could be blown 
away by such furious forces of nature, like a candle's flash of warmth, if they were not 
careful or clever, at every moment. If they were not lucky. 


The presence could have been aggravating, yet another assault on Mobei-Jun's overwhelmed 
senses, but instead it was... the first splash of rain on the desert sand. The first glimmer of 
sunlight after the black months of winter. The blinding light of a watchtower on the cliffside 
for a lost ship. The solid ground waiting at the end of a tear in the world. A shock. A shift. A 
release. Mobei-Jun would not necessarily call this feeling pleasant. He could not call it less 
than necessary to survival. 


Shang Qinghua had brought Mobei-Jun's combs closer, laying the hairbrushes on the table 
with gentle wooden knocks. "I, ah, prepared a bath for you. A low one. Just in case you feel 
like getting up and going that far, it's there, whenever, since you don't need to worry about the 
water getting cold or anything." 


"...There is no need to play the servant," Mobei-Jun said again. His headache had abated 
enough to raise his head and push up onto his elbows without too much pain. 


"It's only fair, isn't it? I don't mind looking after you in turn, my king." 


That was not the point. None of this was fair. Mobei-Jun needed the human to leave before 
his control snapped and he allowed himself to hold the man closer to him. He sighed heavily. 


"It's kind of nice, actually, doing this stuff for someone," Shang Qinghua said quietly, 
anxiously nudging at the items on the nearby table. 


Mobei-Jun waited, turning his head a little more towards the man. 


"To have this kind of stuff and be able to, I don't know, provide for someone else," Shang 
Qinghua explained. "To be able to generous. It drove me fucking nuts as a disciple not to 
have any control over the give and take that adults take for fucking granted - even if I was 
pretty sure that they would give it to me, no big deal, and for most things they wouldn't, for 
no good reason, then I still had to ask. I hated the asking all the fucking time for everything." 


The man closed his eyes, taking in a deep breath, before hunching in on himself. "I'm not 
making any sense. Having to ask for things never really goes away. Ah, never mind. Never 
mind." 


"No," Mobei-Jun said. "I know what you mean." 
"...You do?" 


"I cannot step foot in certain places without looking over my shoulder for my uncle," Mobei- 
Jun admitted. Linguang-Jun had deeply enjoyed making him ask for things, the few times 
that Mobei-Jun had not been able to avoid it. His rivals in the form of his elder brothers, his 
close cousins, some of his more distant aunts and uncles, had been the same way. 


"Ah. That sucks, my king." 


As Mobei-Jun had come to understand it, this meant something was bad. He snorted again, 
then immediately regretted the way that the tension rippled through his head. He lowered 
himself fully back to the bed, biting back a groan. 


A careful hand, shockingly warm, brushed across his forehand, pulling stray hair away from 
his eyes. It lingered for a moment, before abruptly pulling away. 


When Mobei-Jun cracked his eyes open again, Shang Qinghua appeared to be busying 
himself with actively rearranging the items on the table for no good reason. The quiet 
clacking sound against the wood was like a soft knock to the skull each time. Not necessarily 
agonizing, but undeniably annoying. Mobei-Jun shut his eyes. 


"Stop that." 
"Ah, sorry, my king. Sorry." 


Carefully, Mobei-Jun breathed, until the flare of irritation retreated again. Shang Qinghua 
was slowly getting to his feet, preparing to leave again, and leave Mobei-Jun to find his 
peace. 


"...Thank you," Mobei-Jun said. 
Shang Qinghua paused by the door. "You're welcome, my king." 


Mobei-Jun missed the northern kingdoms with an ache in his chest that was not physical, but 
seemed to deepen with every day, too frequently forced to redirect his thoughts away from 


the frustration of having little time for certain matters and even less idea what to do with 
what little he had. Shang Qinghua arranged for another week of visitation, but Mobei-Jun 
found himself consumed by the eruption of a thoroughly pointless dispute between two 
subordinate clans for most of it, leaving him with no opportunity to visit the White Sea Inlet 
and his young cousin this time. 


"Don't worry! Nothing happened while you were gone! Well, mostly nothing," Shang 
Qinghua said when he got back. "Someone tried to send me a bunch of fuck-or-die fruit-" 


"What?" Mobei-Jun said. 


"-under a business partner's seal, but that didn't get very far because / know better than to eat 
random fruit or approach random flowers in this world! Frankly, a lot of the demonic 
aphrodisiacs cause fevers that usually kill humans no matter how much ‘dual cultivation' you 
do. We're just built differently! Badly! Honestly, sometimes I seriously consider giving up 
fruit completely here, just in case." 


"I see," Mobei-Jun said, not seeing and not particularly eager to see. 


The demands of guarding the Lord Advisor could be dull and aggravating on the best of days, 
and his own growing restlessness did not help, not alleviated by mere communications from 
the Cold Palace or even short visits back home. Shang Qinghua himself was now the main 
aspect of this bodyguard arrangement that made it tolerable day by day. 


A week later, Shang Qinghua was practically holding onto Mobei-Jun's arm as they walked 
back to the Inner Palace after a long day, complaining about more of the now typical 
nonsense. 


"Without-A-Cure poison on my new order of brushes could have been pretty clever!" Shang 
Qinghua allowed. "Except for how, you know, we check those kinds of things. These days, at 
least. Fuck, that could have maybe worked at least once over the years, and you need to, aha, 
cultivate with a heavenly demon specifically for that particular poison. Ugh. Don't spread that 
around, by the way. No one tell the Emperor about this one. I might have already mentioned 
it to him years ago, can't remember, but just in case-" 


"I have no desire to speak to the Emperor at all," Mobei-Jun replied. 


He hadn't known that there was a cure for the infamous Without-A-Cure. He might have been 
much happier never knowing. There were unsettling images attempting to form within his 
mind which he immediately banished. He was unsurprised, yet still disappointed, when the 
Emperor somehow discovered this assassination attempt regardless. 


"Zhuzhi could have taken care of it," Tianlang-Jun insisted, after accosting them in an Inner 
Palace hallway to gleefully discuss the matter the next day. "He knows poisons so well, you 
know." 


He was accompanied by his human wife, who appeared to be reading reports that Mobei-Jun 
had seen on Shang Qinghua's desk earlier that day as she walked, not obviously paying any 


attention to the conversation. This level of consideration was, Mobei-Jun decided reluctantly, 
perhaps the only reasonable way to survive marriage to this particular heavenly demon. 


"Well, since it didn't happen, there's no need to talk about it, right?" Shang Qinghua said, a 
little shrilly. "Right? I don't need any reassurances!" 


The Emperor ignored this input. "Or, if Zhuzhi was feeling particularly uncooperative, we 
could have come up with an alternative solution, I'm sure." His voice became lower, his eyes 
hooded, and his smile widened. "After all, you are so important to us both. Right, Xiyan?" 


"Of course," the Empress said, finally looking up in order to smile beautifully at Shang 
Qinghua. "Something would have to be done about the matter." 


Shang Qinghua made an extremely unattractive strangled sound that might have been an 
attempt at thanks. He physically grabbed Mobei-Jun by the arm and dragged him away from 
the Emperor, who laughed and allowed them to flee, merely amused by Mobei-Jun's 
tenuously restrained disgust at this behavior. The Empress was wearing her own matching, 
barely less obvious smirk. Now that Mobei-Jun knew that she was not Shang Qinghua's elder 
sister... and perhaps not always the restraining influence that Mobei-Jun had initially 
believed... he would obviously have to watch her carefully... 


"Can we go one fucking week without proposing threesomes?!" Shang Qinghua muttered to 
himself. "I need to get a resetting counter for my office or something." 


They still played games of strategy together in the evening on occasion. Shang Qinghua still 
cheated sometimes, blatantly and subtly and badly and skillfully, depending on the day and 
the game, but the novelty of being able to get away with such behavior had died down a little, 
and he now put more effort into his focus. He won many games other than weiqi. He could be 
a graceful loser, fawning and indulgent, entertaining and amusing, but he seemed to dislike 
losing in truth when he had genuinely tried. Mobei-Jun had found that he preferred it when 
the man was mischievous or disgruntled, or petty and complaining, rather than putting on 
false fronts of sycophancy. 


Such games were far from their only entertainment. Laughter at something he had been 
reading had inspired Shang Qinghua to read a passage aloud one night, sharing his 
amusement over the fact that the book's author had blindly made up wide swaths of 
geography within the Demon Realm for no apparent reason. This had led to Shang Qinghua 
reading more of the book's ignorance aloud for Mobei-Jun. And that had led to more passages 
from other books being displayed for mutual amusement. 


They were now in the process of Shang Qinghua occasionally reading entire books to him 
over the course of several evenings, often chapter by chapter. Mobei-Jun had not asked him 
to do this. He had not asked the man to stop. The stories would occasionally ridiculous and 
unbelievable, but they could also be intriguing and amusing, interesting in how they laid 
interpersonal dramatics bare in such detail, brought to such vivid heights. 


But Mobei-Jun also watched Shang Qinghua, listening for when he went breathless with 
humor or stuttered with anxiety or became loud with delight. Watching Shang Qinghua react 
to these dramatics was far more interesting than struggling through such things himself. 


And on a night when Mobei-Jun was not in a mood for socialization, Shang Qinghua 
managed to convince the Emperor to excuse them from an event that Tianlang-Jun had 
personally invited them to attend. "A fancy word for 'demand'!" Shang Qinghua had said. 
Mobei-Jun was cautiously pleased until Shang Qinghua revealed that they were to secretly 
attend an opera performance instead. 


"The dramatic arts are a noble pursuit worth abandoning imperial responsibilities for," Shang 
Qinghua explained. It sounded as though he was quoting someone, probably the Emperor. 
"Sorry, I thought you might like to see this one! Get out of the Underground Palace a little 
more! And I really didn't want to attend that party because all the human wives and 
concubines try to talk to me because, you know, most demon lords don't want to marry 
humans who could actually be a threat to them, so Su Xiyan scares the shit out of most of 
them." 


Mobei-Jun had by now personally witnessed this many times. He had seen Tujiu-Jun's human 
wife shove Lady Guilan's human wife in front of her like a shield, forcing the other to greet 
the Empress first. Su Xiyan had not been paying attention to these antics, of course, focusing 
instead on the Western Prince's new human wife, a cultivator named Ding Lanfen. It had been 
Shang Qinghua's professional opinion, shared with Mobei-Jun later that night, that the 
Xifeng-Jun's heir would be "super fucking dead" within the year and that the younger 
princess would be next Western King instead. 


"It probably sounds really appealing to just not go to the opera and say that we did, I know," 
Shang Qinghua continued. "But we can't really skip this show because Tianlang-Jun has seen 
it like five times already and he's definitely going to quiz me on it later." 


Mobei-Jun groaned. He didn't bother to disguise it. 


"I know! I'm sorry, I'm sorry! Going to a show is, like, I might as well put a target on my 
back to make it easier for assassins, which means that I'm making things harder for you. It's 
in the imperial box, which is always empty and pretty private and also warded and so not not 
well-protected, and no one knows we're going to show up, but still. I thought about inviting a 
troupe of performers to the palace or something, because I'm bored, but that's like handing 
assassins free passes into the place. Like: welcome, welcome, you all get one free shot!" 


"We will bring some members of the Heavenly Guard," Mobei-Jun said. 


"No, let's cancel. I'll have one of my assistants steal a copy of the script and cram for the quiz 
later, it's fine! I can pay off the singers or something." 


"I will manage." 
"Because if you have a headache tonight, my king, then-" 
"If you want to go, then let us go." 


It was not nearly as bad as Mobei-Jun had initially feared. Captain Qiang of the Heavenly 
Guard was clearly disapproving of the venture, but he could not contradict the Emperor's 
enthusiastic orders. They traveled in secret out of the Underground Palace and into the 


Imperial City, stepping through the shadows and through a private door into the opera house, 
where they were led discreetly by a member of the Heavenly Guard who had been sent ahead 
to the imperial box. The seats were comfortable and completely shrouded from any other 
watchers, relatively well-secured by both construction and enchantment. 


There were cloth screens within the box, upon which were additional views of the stage, 
projected by magical crystals. Shang Qinghua eagerly explained that the technology had been 
shamelessly stolen from Huan Hua Palace, the construction of this "box" had been a gift from 
the Empress to her husband, and no one outside of the imperial family or imperial guests 
were permitted inside. As the Heavenly Guards took their posts, Mobei-Jun spread his 
shadows out like a blanket, a protective measure which lowered the temperature slightly, and 
cautiously relaxed into his seat. 


They did not have many plays in the northern kingdoms, traditionally. They had music and 
poetry and storytellers, of course, as anyone did, but not these complicated, costumed operas. 
They also did not have the same dramatic troupes as were formed here in the south. Mobei- 
Jun's late father had possessed a preference for dancers and acrobats and fighters, if anything, 
and most southern entertainers had not seen good reason to cross the Northern Desert without 
invitation and escort. 


Mobei-Jun had also had little time for entertainment before his ascension or after. 


The dramatics were... interesting. It was as if one of Shang Qinghua's books had been lifted 
from the page and laid bare before them, the complicated schemes and emotional knots 
revealed for the audience's enjoyment and to their horror, upon this stage in all their vivid, 
toothless gore. When Mobei-Jun had last seen people spit such agonized vitriol at each other, 
there had been no explanations, no understanding, no internal revelations. When he had last 
seen such violence injustice, in its true form rather than this false repetition, there had been 
little rhyme or reason to it, neither consequences nor reward. 


He did not fully understand why, when nothing here was real, his heart still thudded in heavy 
steps when a demoness in a silk mask pretended to weep. 


"Shit, I don't remember it being that depressing," Shang Qinghua whispered, after it was over. 
"Ah, well, I guess the ill-fated lovers took out everyone else before they died? It was all 
pretty poetic. All the threads neatly tied off. If there's one thing tragedy is good for, it's 
reminding me that my life could be a lot worse... What did you think, my king?" 


"It was more enjoyable than the original itinerary would have been." Mobei-Jun did not 
know how to explain or justify why his heart felt hollow in a way that did not hurt. 


Shang Qinghua beamed up at him. "I thought you might find it interesting, since you seemed 
to like the last book. Ah, I think that they could have changed a few characters' fates to make 
it more thematically consistent, though. And those last few transitions were contrived as fuck 
- which is saying something, you know, coming from me. I liked the part where they 
petitioned the father for help and he was useless, because ha ha, true, and it really hammers 
home the fact that none of this needed to happen but it did anyway because people just 
making the choices that led them closer and closer to their own doom on the off-chance that it 
might not happen." 


Mobei-Jun listened to Shang Qinghua talk on about these concepts he had never heard of 
while they waited for the opera house to empty itself of its other patrons. Shang Qinghua 
picked the web of the story apart, with his spidery mind, and clucked disapprovingly at the 
weak strings. He had obviously enjoyed himself immensely, yet much like reading his books, 
he seemed to have ten criticisms to offer for every kind word he had for the performance. 


"Why do you enjoy such things?" Mobei-Jun asked directly, when Shang Qinghua paused to 
breathe. "Do you not get enough of such dramatics at the Underground Palace?" 


Shang Qinghua laughed. "Ha! Sometimes, kind of, but it's different when it's not happening 
to me. Everything is so much cleaner in stories, right? Even so, it's... I don't know... it's kind 
of nice to think that someone else had it worse... or better... had it first, at least." 


"First?" Mobei-Jun repeated. 


"Yeah, someone else had to suffer the same problem first. It at least offers an idea on what 
not to do, am I right?" He slouched in his seat and sighed. "Depends on the problem, though, 
I guess. Some of us have pretty unique bullshit going on and it's not nearly so easy to search 
up what other people are saying about it as it used to be..." 


"Hm " 


Shang Qinghua was not the first human to live in the Underground Palace, not even the first 
cultivator, but he was the first to lead the Underground Ministry. All the others had been 
concubines or mistresses. Or else hostages or prisoners, if that counted as a form of 
residency. 


Mobei-Jun was not the first member of his clan or Northern King to suffer a humiliating 
defeat at the hands of a heavenly demon, by far, a fact in which he admittedly took great 
comfort, but he was the first to be invited into the Inner Palace to play bodyguard to a human. 
None of his ancestors had faced a Demon Realm with a human Empress and half-human 
crown prince. They had not had to deal with this particular Tianlang-Jun and therefore could 
not reasonably criticize his actions. 


Shang Qinghua yawned and pulled at his collar, revealing more of his neck. He stuck his 
hand inside his robes and scratched at his collarbone. "I forgot how long performances like 
this are, too, but, aha, we're still going to get to go to bed sooner than if we'd attended that 
stupid party." 


The low flash of heat through Mobei-Jun took him off-guard, but... it did not surprise him. 
Of course, he did not allow any of this surprise to show. Instead, he allowed the simmer of 
heat to move through him, a now familiar problem, hoping to let it pass as it had done before, 
as he offered Shang Qinghua his arm so that they could leave. Shang Qinghua stood and took 
it. 


The man had not been subtle about his lust. 


Mobei-Jun had not known to look for this at first. He had not known Shang Qinghua well 
enough at the arrangement's beginning to recognize the signs, not when the man seemed to 


exist in a near constant state of nerves of varying degrees. He had noticed the way that Shang 
Qinghua's eyes sometimes lingered, the way his hands sometimes hovered and flexed, the 
way that he sometimes leaned into the sound of Mobei-Jun's voice, before it had occurred to 
him that the hitch in the man's breath could be attributed to desire rather than yet another type 
of fear. 


Now that a significant fraction of the court seemed to believe that Mobei-Jun was enamored 
(or being threatened by the Emperor to appear enamored), Mobei-Jun had lost all reasonable 
ground to claim that he was unaware of the possibility. He could not reasonably say that he 
had not considered the matter. 


The way that Shang Qinghua fit against him. The heat of the man's clever fingers. The 
potential softness of the man's mouth. 


The way that the Emperor might kill him immediately if such an absurd affair was 
discovered, but such a trap was unnecessarily convoluted, especially for a demon who had 
not hesitated to wreak immediate and brutal revenge for Mobei-Jun's father's crimes. Far 
more likely: the way that the eccentric Emperor might instead immediately and gleefully 
concoct another arrangement and force them both into it. 


Mobei-Jun's previous requirements of a marriage had only been that he would not repeat his 
selfish father's mistakes. His lust would not control him, he had decided. If he was forced to 
choose multiple spouses, then he would do so with care and not permit infighting. 


But his marriage was not required, no matter what an army of disgruntled and opinionated 
elders and other clan members said. If not for a demon lord's own pleasure, then marriage of 
any kind was for alliances and wealth, both of which were already in his possession - or else 
for heirs, which he also already possessed in an irritating number of family members, one of 
whom would gain his blood regardless when his body was someday consumed in the 
ascension rituals. 


He could not easily name anyone who would bring his clan greater alliances or wealth than 
Shang Qinghua. Though apparently not related by blood, the man was like a brother to the 
Empress of the Demon Realm, and apparently adored by the Emperor. 


Humans had been taken as concubines before in the Northern Desert Clan, as playthings and 
pets rather than higher-ranked spouses, but Mobei-Jun's enemies would spit over his choices 
regardless of what they were and he was... amused by the thought of the court's helpless 
frustration that they and all of their recommendations had been passed over for some 
unknown and unglamorous human cultivator. Their egos might not survive such a puncture. 


The first time that Mobei-Jun had imagined Shang Qinghua playing the part of one of these 
spoiled human spouses of a demon lord, he had been... startled to find that the image was not 
unpleasant. It did not seem unnatural. In fact, the memory of the image now was still 
powerfully, physically pleasing. Such that the strong self-control upon which Mobei-Jun had 
prided himself abruptly seemed to have been false, a badly made assumption, for his self- 
control had apparently never been tested against any pleasure that he had truly desired. 


"My king? Are you all right...?" Shang Qinghua was peering up at him, concerned, as the 
Heavenly Guards finally finished closing down the imperial box. 


"Fine," Mobei-Jun said flatly. He ripped open a portal through the shadows with perhaps 
greater force than necessary. 


Shang Qinghua did not need wealth. He did not need power. He admired luxurious silks and 
ornaments made from the trophies of legendary beasts, but then turned around to put them on 
the imperial couple instead of keeping for himself, as though it had not been his own 
cleverness that had procured such finery. He stained his own magnificently embroidered 
robes, decorated with gold and gemstones, on a frequent basis with ink and food crumbs. He 
complained about the weight and restrictiveness of such richness. 


It was absurdly tempting to lay such treasures at his feet just to listen to him balk and whine. 
It was absurd that Mobei-Jun had to continuously force himself not to think about such 
things. 


He did not want to allow himself to think about what life might be like if the grasping 
business of the Saintly Throne and Underground Ministry were no longer permitted to 
monopolize Shang Qinghua's attention. He did not want to waste time imagining this human 
lounging around reading his filthy books and ordering Mobei-Jun's household to his liking. 
But wanting not to want was, in this case, yet another exercise in frustration. 


As he and Shang Qinghua walked back from the Underground Palace to the Inner Palace, the 
man spoke obliviously about how insulting it was for his enemies to try and kill him through 
poisoned candy. He and the Empress had set up several traps for prospective assassins and 
several of them had fallen into it. Interrogation of the survivors had revealed that they 
belonged to opportunistic, overly optimistic clients taking advantage of the chaotic situation 
by throwing in their own pathetic attempts at sowing discord, rather than the mysterious 
enemies who had started this absurd affair and pursued it relentlessly. 


"Like, really? Really?! How stupid do they think I am?!" Shang Qinghua complained. "Yeah, 
sure, let me just take this sweet dessert that's actually made of demonic sex pollen that'll give 
little old human me a fucking aneurysm at that dosage! Let me just crush it and snort it up 
my nose without checking it!" 


"...The substance is popular among many demon lords and their spoiled offspring," Mobei- 
Jun managed to say. "Many in the Underground Palace likely partake in such concoctions to 
pursue their... appetites." 


His late father and the greedy lords constantly following at his heels, for example, had 
enjoyed such substances. Or his elder brothers and cousins and uncles, more slyly, more 
hopefully. The southern lords who manufactured such poisons, for another example, 
including the clan that was also known for manufacturing the infamous Without-A-Cure. 


Even Linguang-Jun had been known to partake on occasion, laughing at a young Mobei-Jun 
for shying away. "Nephew, it's only polite to accept your host's hospitality!" Reasonably 
afraid for his life, Mobei-Jun had chosen to be rude and bear the consequences. 


"Oh, shit, they thought I'd intentionally take some random killer boner pills?! That's worse! 
That's even more humiliating! What do they think I'm doing in here? Ugh, some of us 
actually have work in the mornings, you know." 


Mobei-Jun laughed, which disguised his bitterness. He had been... tempted by such 
substances... when the pain of his inherited power became too much, and it seemed that he 
would never wrestle it back under his control again, but he had not yet given in. 


"Indeed." 


Shang Qinghua grinned up at him, still flushed in the face from the coldness of the shadow 
step. It was easy to let his thoughts regarding this appearance take him towards further 
exercises in frustration. Perhaps Mobei-Jun was no better than his father. Perhaps it was only 
a matter of time until sheer strength of will was no longer enough and he slipped. 


For he found himself urged to make all the foolish promises of demon lords who found 
themselves enthralled by their lusts: to swear to take Shang Qinghua away from this place, to 
shower him with gifts, and offer him a different life of luxury. These lords often failed to 
keep their false promises, laughing or fleeing from the spurned demonesses, saintesses, or 
others who dared to confront them. Mobei-Jun had never wished to better understand them. 
He now wanted to give this strange, impossible human anything he asked for. Everything he 
wanted before he could ask for it. He wanted to play the fool with embarrassing fervor and 
the humiliation of looking like one suddenly seemed largely unimportant. 


As they reached the Lord Advisor's Apartments, Shang Qinghua separated from him easily. 
"Ah, that was fun, but now I have to prepare for the test tomorrow. I promised to have 
breakfast with the family again, so you'll get to have another peaceful morning by yourself, 
isn't that great? It's been a while. Ha ha, they probably won't kill me. Probably. Goodnight, 
Mobei-Jun!" 


Shang Qinghua was not subtle about his lust. 


Mobei-Jun had even tested the theory to be sure. Skin bared unnecessarily caught lingering 
eyes nearly every single time, and all failures to capture the eye seemed to involve Shang 
Qinghua studiously averting his gaze at great personal effort. The human also never missed 
Mobei-Jun's matches with the Heavenly Guard. He had once fallen out of his seat due to 
leaning too far forward, which had been extremely alarming to Mobei-Jun himself and all 
present Inner Palace staff, who were terrified of having to inform the Emperor that they had 
failed in their duty to keep the Lord Advisor safe. Shang Qinghua had spent the remainder of 
the day in an embarrassed sulk, which had been amusing after Mobei-Jun had stopped being 
annoyed at him for the fright. 


And yet Shang Qinghua never moved forward to act on his desire. He never said anything 
clear. He made so many jokes that Mobei-Jun sometimes wanted to hold him still and make 
him speak truth. Just because his want was obvious did not make it obvious what he wanted. 


Shang Qinghua made comments on the attractiveness of various courtiers often enough. He 
looked at various members of the Heavenly Guard as well if their skin was unnecessarily 
bared - according to Shang Qinghua, the succubus on the guard had been trying and failing to 


seduce a toad demon fellow for years now, and Mobei-Jun did not see what stripping off a 
shirt was going to do at this point. When the prince's human caretaker had dined with Captain 
Qiang in one of the Inner Palace's garden courtyards, there had been distractible fidgeting by 
Shang Qinghua and some barely disguised unhappiness while entertaining the young prince. 
When the plant demon assistant ran off for "secret" meetings with the Emperor's nephew, 
there had been sighing. 


Mobei-Jun had been told that he was well-formed. He endeavored to appear impressive in 
both his striking dress and his intimidating bearing. He had been a formidable warrior in his 
own right even before his ascension. He was not a scholar, but he was not uneducated. 
Beyond his kingdom and his heritage, neither of which Shang Qinghua needed or seemed to 
want, he had... nothing much to offer that the man could not find in another. 


Mobei-Jun had wanted things without wanting truly to have them. He had wished for things 
to be different to what they were, indulging in that exercise in frustration. He wanted many 

things now, impossible things and possible things both, without knowing if he wanted them 
truly, with all their teeth. 


When he had been young enough to care, he had asked after the story of his late mother, so 
that he might know why his uncle hated him and his father so fiercely. Perhaps he had not yet 
entirely released the hope that if he understood why, he might be able to undo the state of 
things. 


There were so many stories surrounding that he doubted he would ever know the truth of 
what had happened, but he had been told time and time again that his mother had once been 
attached to Linguang-Jun... before she had looked. It had not mattered why she had looked; 
the reasons did not matter to anyone now. She had looked, for whatever reason, and that had 
been enough for Mobei-Jun's selfish father to start something that had not ended, no matter 
how peaceful still waters had seemed, until everyone involved had died or been killed. 


Mobei-Jun left the main room of the Lord Advisor's Apartments and went to bed. He did not 
manage to sleep for a long time. 


Chapter End Notes 


I think it's fun to explore how Mobei-Jun's power might differ from other demons and 
what the potential drawbacks of his family's system of ascension might be. Shang 
Qinghua might be able to recommend some pain management plot devices or maybe 
some plot devices to soothe slightly unstable cultivation, but he's working against a long 
history of these powerful demonic rituals with cannibalistic vibes, so this issue may just 


be something that Mobei-Jun just has to permanently live with to some degree or 
another. 


Yue Qingyuan is another character I like to think about potentially having chronic pain 
issues thanks to his own spiritual injury. In SVSSS, repeatedly tearing up his own 
dreamscape due to his self-loathing and the Xin Mo sword, could also potentially cause 
Luo Binghe some lasting problems in Post-Canon, similar to traumatic brain injury. Liu 
Qingge might have some long-lasting issues from the Ling Xi Caves. Shen Qinggiu's 
body went through a lot in SVSSS, more than enough for lots of hurt/comfort potential. 
And there's... potentially a lot going on with Tianlang-Jun and Zhuzhi-Lang as well, 
after everything. Healing spells or special demonic healing doesn't necessarily guarantee 
things healing correctly or without any side-effects. 


Anyway, Mobei-Jun is hot for Shang Qinghua and he absolutely knows it by now. 


Absence of Warmth 


Chapter Notes 


Warning for some canon-typical violence and injury. 
This chapter is around 7,700 words long. We have now hit 100,000+ words. 


Enjoy! VY Y 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Mobei-Jun was not having a good day. 


"I demand satisfaction! I demand a formal duel against the Lord Advisor!" declared the 
young master who'd stormed up to them. He looked vaguely familiar, one of those lordlings 
who'd been easily snubbed by Shang Qinghua at some event or another, but Mobei-Jun had a 
slight headache already and didn't care to press his own memory more precisely. 


Shang Qinghua looked up from the scroll he'd been reading as they walked - trusting Mobei- 
Jun to keep him from colliding with any walls, oblivious to the fact that Mobei-Jun was 
considering allowing him to knock into a column at some point to prove why such trust was 
folly - and the human burst out laughing. 


The laughter spread, nervously, to some of the guards and servants in this hall of passage. 
Someone went sprinting in the direction of the Inner Palace, at a word and gesture from one 
of the Heavenly Guards following the Imperial Advisor. At least one of the young master's 
attendants, by their wincing expression, knew that this decision to fight for honor and 
superiority against this particular human was not as wise as it must have sounded the night 
before and a great deal of wine ago. 


"I, ah, I don't accept," Shang Qinghua said. 

The young master bristled with anger. "Are you a coward?!" 

"Yes?" Shang Qinghua cleared his throat. "You're the one trying to fight a human. Do you 
think this makes you look good? Very, aha, very brave of you to do this. Nice one, young 
master." 


"You-! How dare you accuse me of being a coward?" 


"There's nothing wrong with being a coward. You know that the last person who tried to 
challenge me to a formal duel had to fight the Emperor instead, right? That was... visceral. 


Fun fact! You're the first person who's stepped forward since that old incident." 


"It's pathetic to hide behind others rather than face your opponents yourself! Prove yourself 
worthy of the Demon Realm, you cowardly cultivator, and fight!" 


Shang Qinghua looked at one of the nearby Heavenly Guards, who bowed. "One of the 
servants had gone to fetch Zhuzhi-Lang to come and handle this matter for you, Lord 
Advisor. Please, do not trouble yourself with this rude boy any longer-" 


"No," Mobei-Jun said. 
Shang Qinghua and the Heavenly Guard both turned their heads towards him very quickly. 


"I accept the duel on the Lord Advisor's behalf, as the young master saw fit to intrude upon 

us and take my company for himself, he challenged my authority. I will make short work of 
this interruption." Mobei-Jun relished the way that the young demon abruptly appeared sick 
with fear. "Unless the young master is too cowardly to answer for his rudeness...?" 


"Mobei-Jun! I did- I did not mean-" 
"Unless the young master would prefer to fight the Emperor...?" 


Understanding was dawning on the challenger's face, as well as the faces of his followers, 
that the consequences of his actions were both painfully real and agonizingly unavoidable. 
Words were not meaningless. Words had weight. Mobei-Jun ached with the seething energy 
of his ancestors, and he would be glad to release it. 


But the duel was averted, as Shang Qinghua's spidery mind caught the fact that this young 
master had most likely been goaded into this, possibly by yet another choking climber 
seeking to rid the palace of its human influence. He pressed the uncooperative young master 
for answers, which caught the young master off-guard and offended him, but the Emperor's 
nephew then arrived shortly with more Heavenly Guards to escort the offender away. Mobei- 
Jun was denied a rare opportunity for blood and could hardly explain in public to Shang 
Qinghua that, provided his aches had not advanced too far, pulling his power together for a 
gruesome fight could sometimes improve or even satisfy his condition. 


"I really don't know how that kid thought that was going to go," Shang Qinghua said, shaking 
his head. "Unless I accept a formal duel personally, everything has to go through the head of 
my household, and of course I'd say no! I don't have anything to prove to people like that!" 


Inside the Underground Ministry, they were then forced to deal with one of the minor 
officials being possessed by a cursed sword. It was unclear whether or not this was an 
assassination attempt. Sometimes, Shang Qinghua said, people just sent along cursed swords 
and other semi-sentient artifacts of resentment because they were cleaning out their storage 
vaults, and some arrogant minor officials didn't always follow their Lord Advisor's safety 
protocols involving proper protective equipment. 


Mobei-Jun was forced to disarm the possessed demon without causing harm to their person, 
which was annoyingly more difficult than he had initially assumed. He would have much 


preferred to simply use his shadows to cut off the hand that was connected to the cursed 
sword. 


Shang Qinghua and the Heavenly Guards huddled behind the ice shield that Mobei-Jun had 
summoned for them, while the possessed minor official flew about the ceiling of one of the 
Underground Ministry's halls, being pulled along after the cursed sword like a cloth doll. Red 
lightning burst from the sword's tip, causing small magical explosions as it made contact with 
the desks and walls, sending the other officials screaming for cover. Several papers were now 
merrily on fire. The wild energy was making it difficult to freeze the sword in place. 


It reminded Mobei-Jun vaguely of fighting the Storm Lord; though the bite of this magical 
lightning was more illusion and fire, it still stung. Shadowy portals to strategic locations 
ripped into the air attracted the red lightning strikes away from their intended courses. Ice 
spikes finally snagged the possessed demon by the robes, then ice was applied in heavy layer 
after relentless layer until he had pinned the exhausted body to the ground, and could break 
open the fingers gnarled around the cursed sword's hilt. The cursed sword bit at his skin, 
trying to worm its way into his flesh, but Mobei-Jun was arguably possessed by a greater 
power than this feral thing. He cast the troublesome weapon through a shadowy portal to be 
dealt with later, his hand red and blistered with the burns it had inflicted. 


The Underground Ministry sprang back to life to douse fires and right desks as though this 
was business as usual for them. The imperial healers were called to deal with the formerly 
possessed minor official, who was fortunate to escape with only severe burns and broken 
fingers. Though, they were drooling across the tiles, so Mobei-Jun presumed there had been 
spiritual and perhaps dream damage as well. 


Mobei-Jun took Shang Qinghua back to the Inner Palace, and the human fussed over his 
injuries every step of the way. Mobei-Jun remained largely silent. He did not wish to discuss 
in public how the red lightning had aggravated his ancestral power again. The burns were 
painful, more annoying than agonizing, but he could not show it and demonstrate weakness. 


"That probably wasn't an assassination attempt? I have my own sword! I'm not going to grab 
the first obviously evil sword that someone mails to me just for the chance of a power boost," 
Shang Qinghua complained. "That thing was dripping blood and there was ominous chanting 
in the background! This is why my people are supposed to wear the fucking gloves and shit 
when they unwrap this stuff! Oh, they are in for another safety seminar after this, and it's 
going to be mandatory. I'm going to make them all do written tests. Ha!" 


If not for his headache, Mobei-Jun might have at least appreciated the challenge of this 
particular encounter. It had been so tempting to simply tear the foolish minor official apart, 
but Shang Qinghua had shouted at him to spare the boy if possible, and the possessed demon 
had been little more than a boy, surely not even twenty years old at most. 


"Ah, I think we might be due to send someone around to the Gambler's Den, if anyone can 
even find that realm again, and maybe see if the owner is willing to trade anything interesting 
in exchange for another creepy old weapon," Shang Qinghua mumbled. "I don't really like 
that place, it's a little... ah... outside of my area of expertise... really outside of my realm of 
knowledge... but who am I to cast aspersions on a man's choice in collectibles? Wait a 
second, I need to talk to Lu Qiufang for a moment!" 


Shang Qinghua turned away to talk to his plant demon assistant, promising to be quick. 
Mobei-Jun continued icing over his injuries while he waited. He was distracted enough that 
the stiffening of the Heavenly Guard, rather than his own senses, alerted him to the approach 
of a familiar messenger. 


"Mobei-Jun!" It was Shuang Yun, one of his young wind demon attendants, who often ran 
between the Cold Palace here in the Heavenly Valley and the Northern Desert. "A message 
for you!" 


Mobei-Jun gestured for the Heavenly Guards to stand down and held out his hand for the 
scroll in Shuang Yun's hand. If the wind demon was seeking him out directly, rather than 
waiting for Mobei-Jun to be in the Inner Palace office or to visit the Cold Palace again, then 
the matter was likely urgent. Usually, something especially foul had crawled out of one of the 
many abyssal vents in the Northern Desert and the monster would be too much for the 
warriors of the northern kingdoms to kill by themselves, so the Northern King would be 
called to join the hunting party. 


The scroll had been written by one of Mobei-Jun's stewards, a water elephant demon named 
Hong Hao, whose clan had lived in the White Sea Inlet for many generations before the 
Northern Desert Clan had laid claim to it and built their fortress there. This steward knew 
better than to waste Mobei-Jun's time with too many, too small characters. 


The message was simple: A-Zhao intended on participating in the Northern Desert Clan's 
next coming-of-age challenges. His current caretaker did not see fit to stop him. 


Mobei-Jun destroyed the message immediately, ignoring the alarmed looks from the 
Heavenly Guards. Shuang Yun winced, but he did not look surprised, which confirmed that 
he had been aware of the message's contents. He knew of Mobei-Jun's interest in A-Zhao, but 
not why. 


It was the Northern King's privilege to do as he pleased and well within his rights to deny 
entry to any challenger below a certain age without explanation. If he was forced to do so 
publicly, then some would wonder why, because thirteen years was not too young in the eyes 
of some clan members, and they would begin to dig. Mobei-Jun needed to return to the 
northern kingdoms so that he could speak to A-Zhao privately and cut this foolishness off at 
the head. 


"...My king?" Shang Qinghua had finished speaking to his assistant and was staring at the 
scraps of the message. "Are you well? Was that... bad news?" 


"Nothing that concerns you," Mobei-Jun replied shortly. 


Shang Qinghua blinked in surprise. "Well, fine. That's fine!" He was clearly displeased, 
struggling not to bristle. "Fine, it's none of my business." 


It was none of his business. Mobei-Jun scowled back at him, because he... he wanted to tell 
Shang Qinghua. He felt a twist of regret that he could not tell Shang Qinghua, who was the 
ruthless Tianlang-Jun's creature at the beginning and end of all things, about A-Zhao. 


If... if he had not rejected Shang Qinghua's offer of servitude, all those years ago, when they 
had been young and powerless compared to what they were now... then perhaps he could 
have spoken to Shang Qinghua about delicate matters. Shang Qinghua was not the younger 
brother of the Empress, so he would not have been her spy then. He would have had no other 
masters. He would have been Mobei-Jun's, completely, and it was completely Mobei-Jun's 
own fault that he had not gained this loyal servant for himself. If he had only known... 


"How much longer will this take?" Mobei-Jun demanded as they walked. 
"What?" 


"The attempts on your life. There have supposedly been many imperial investigations at this 
point." 


"Ah, well, they have uncovered some enemies who were just... going along with the crowd 
and they've been dealt with! It's just that we still don't know who's the main culprit behind the 
majority of the attempts and I've been trying to follow the money-" 


"People must try harder," Mobei-Jun snarled. "I cannot be here indefinitely at the Emperor's 
pleasure." 


"I'm trying!" Shang Qinghua insisted. "I'm trying! Do you really think that I want to live like 
this?! I can't go outside anymore! I mean, I couldn't always anyway, because I'm human, but I 
used to be able to at least use some illusion spells to pretend to be a demon for long enough 
to actually see some of this world I worked so long and so hard for-!" 


"I am the Northern King! I am the Lord of the Northern Desert! I have far greater 
responsibilities to manage than playing your guard!" 


"I know that! How can you act like I don't know that? After all I've done to help you?" 
"I do not have the time for this!" 


"What's the problem?! I can talk to the Emperor again and make the arrangements for you to 
go back to the Northern Desert again, no problem! I'll make it happen somehow! Even 
though it's going to completely fuck with my appointment scheduling again!” 


"That's not good enough!" Mobei-Jun snapped. "I need- I need to go home. Something must 
be done about this-" 


"Like what?!" Shang Qinghua demanded, spreading his arms. "Like WHAT?! What am I 
supposed to do here?! What am I supposed to do here that I haven't already been doing?!" His 
voice broke over the course of his last words. 


"Something!" 
"I'm doing everything that I can!" 


"How can you not remember angering someone to the point of wanting you dead this 
badly?!" Mobei-Jun snapped, turning away from the man's reddened face, before he did 


something rash. His burns hurt terribly. His head ached like fire. 


"They hate me for existing! Because I'm in a place that they want and think that I don't 
deserve!" Shang Qinghua stepped around to put himself in front of Mobei-Jun, so he could 
not avoid seeing the tears at the edges of the man's eyes. "I would have thought that you of all 
people would know how this bullshit fucking world works!" 


This hurt. Having his family situation thrown in his face by someone he had trusted enough 
to share things with them that he had not told anyone else. 


"Then why are you still here?!" Mobei-Jun demanded. "Why do you persist in staying in the 
midst of this pit of snakes-?!" 


"Where the fuck else am I supposed to go?! I'm a human in the Demon Realm! I can't just go 
back to the Human Realm, you know, because the cultivation world kind of wants me dead 
for helping demons even though all those hypocrites still trade under the table with me!" 


"Anywhere but here! There must be somewhere you can hide so that I can /eave-!" 


"Do you know how much logistical shit I keep running in the background so that you can run 
around being an OP badass?! So you?! Oh, let me just dump all these trade contracts into 
your lap, young master, so that you can be in your ungrateful way-!" 


There was a sound like grinding stone, then an unusually heavy footstep, like a rock demon 
or a rhinoceros demon, which caused Mobei-Jun's head to snap around, looking away from 
Shang Qinghua. Despite his fury, the human cut himself off. The hallway was empty except 
for the pair of Heavenly Guards that were watching them with wide eyes and the wind demon 
messenger, Shuang Yun, who was looking anywhere except at them, and... a dark giant was 
breaking free of its pedestal against the wall and turning towards them. It's movements 
seemed... unbalanced. 


"Is that a Stone General?" Shang Qinghua said hoarsely. "What the fuck. Why is it 
moving?" 


The enchanted statue soldier's jerking movements smoothed out, as it started to walk towards 
them, then it began to run. The footsteps shook the hallway. The giant's black stone face did 
not change expression. It did not speak, for it had no voice. The empowering energy within 
the magical automaton lacked the emotional intent that had filled the air during most combat 
that Mobei-Jun had experienced, against cultivators, demon warriors, ghosts, and beasts 
alike. 


"What the fuck!" Shang Qinghua shouted, which moved the shocked Heavenly Guards to 
finally raise their weapons and step forward to pull him back. 


The Stone General was moving at impressive and dangerous speed, bearing down like an 
avalanche. There was little time to think. Mobei-Jun tore the shadows from the hallway 
around them into an ugly and vicious shield, the portal ripping open, enormous and howling 
with cold wind, between their party and the charging statue soldier. The pathway between 
two spaces would take it far away. He heard Shang Qinghua shout for Shuang Yun to fetch 


the Emperor, as the Heavenly Guards hastily pulled the Imperial Advisor backwards, but did 
not think that it would be necessary. 


He had forgotten that the Stone Generals were carved from the black stone of the Endless 
Abyss, which had been created by the hadal forces deep below, and were resistant to many 
demonic powers unless concentrated. Unless the will was strong. The Stone General found 
the threads where the tear in the world was weak and smashed through Mobei-Jun's hastily 
made shadow portal. 


Mobei-Jun caught the Stone General with his bare hands, barely, absorbing the brutal impact 
with a icy flare that spread out around the hall around him. He was knocked backwards, feet 
skidding, and then the Stone General twisted in such a way to grapple with him. It was taller 
than him by a head and wider than him as well. Its black stone armor began to crack and 
fracture under his hands, but it did not flinch, as living beings did. The angle was bad. 
Mobei-Jun felt one of his arms, which he had been trying to reinforce with the icy power of 
his ancestors, snap under the Stone General's hideous weight and inability to feel the pain he 
was trying to inflict on it. 


It hurt. 


Mobei-Jun buckled and the Stone General drew back its freed hand, punching him across the 
face. The splintering stone of its breaking armor cut into his skin. It knocked him backwards, 
but did not release his other arm, holding him close, pulling back again for another strike. 


He summoned ice, from the fractured portal around them, to stab at the statue's sides. Ice 
spikes formed beside him, behind him, to push it away from him, but it still did not release its 
deadly, crushing grip on his unbroken arm. (It was trying to break this one too. He was not 
allowing it, reinforcing the limb with the energy that had been too late to save the other.) The 
Stone General struggled against the newly formed ice, smashing it, its armor turning hot with 
the demonic energy that powered it. It threatened to tear apart the stream of ice spears as 
easily as it had resisted and broken the shadow portal. 


But Mobei-Jun could summon more demonic energy than this. He could make it co/der than 
this. Ice was just the beginning. It had been the gift given to him by his late father, whose 
mother had been a water demon. The shadows had been a gift from his own late mother, and 
they were hungry for all warm things, capable of freezing even the air. He only needed to 
focus. 


The temperature dropped. 
Low. 
Lower. 


The movements of the Stone General began to turn slow, brittle, and with a great flare of 
concentrated demonic energy, Mobei-Jun ripped his other arm free of the Stone General's 
grasp. Its fingers and forearm shattered. The black stone fragments scattered across the icy 
floor. 


He had been taken by surprise. He had made a stupid mistake. And this creation would pay 
for making him look like a fool. 


Mobei-Jun took his freed hand, gathering more energy, reaching out the void to touch its 
center directly, rather than create a passage through it. His arm turned black. He smashed his 
palm into the Stone General's head with great force, with the mastered strength of his 
ancestors. 


The black stone face cracked. Mobei-Jun pressed harder, the temperature dropped lower, and 
he felt the stone from the Endless Abyss break and crumble underneath his fingers. The cold 
power spread throughout its body from the inside. The neck began to crack. The chest 
fractured. The thighs and knees of the construct started to fall apart. The Stone General 
reached for him, painfully slow, with the hand that had broken his arm, but it was too late. 


He reached into its center, for the core of its power, where were written the spells that gave it 
action, and crushed the core with his bare hand. 


It burned. 
It sputtered. 
It went out, like water spilling out of a broken cup. The hand dropped. 


Mobei-Jun pushed demonic energy forward in a focused stream of furious willpower until the 
dark giant was a pile of half-frozen rubble with some remnants of details. Until his shadowed 
arm was resting on the ground among the twitching pieces. He was kneeling on the floor, 
bent over the wreck of the Stone General, with his broken arm held against his chest and the 
void that he had summoned trying to claw its way up his arm, through his shoulder, and into 
his heart. 


No. He finished the path. He reached through the void and tore open a hole on the other side, 
letting the portal connect, and then released it. The pathway closed and the shadows fell 
away. 


The warmth raised its head again, crawling out from where it had been forced to retreat. The 
ice spears and sheets over the floors and walls remained for now. The lights of the hallway 
had been snuffed, so the darkness remained, but lights farther down the hallways could now 
wink in the distance without fear. 


The power of his ancestors was... quiet. Unsettled, but drained. It would return quickly, it 
hurt deeply, but for now... it was a quieter pain. 


"Hmmm, what a mess." 


With effort, Mobei-Jun raised his head, and saw a backlit figure walking down the hall. The 
newcomer relit the spiritual lights of the hallway with a sweeping flick of his hand. The light 
traveled up the hall with a fiery red flare that settled into a yellowish orange. Tianlang-Jun 
was moving sedately, but he had the slightly windswept hair and robes of someone who had 
recently been sprinting. 


Tianlang-Jun stopped in front of him and put his hands on his hips. He raised his eyebrows 
and pursed his lips, then announced loudly, "You look like shit." 


Mobei-Jun grunted. Whether or not it was true, it did not need to be said. Even if they were 
currently the only two people in the hallway. Though he did see a small head that looked 
suspiciously like Shuang Yun, his wind demon messenger, at the far end. 


"Where is Shang Qinghua?" 
Tianlang-Jun hummed approvingly. "Hm, it's Shang Qinghua now, is it?" 


Mobei-Jun bared his teeth at the man, unable to help himself, but that just made the Emperor 
smile. Tianlang-Jun looked away, unconcerned by the threat, and studied the pieces of the 
destroyed Stone General, one of the infamous tools of his family. The smile faded again. 


"It must have been a great deal of work and cunning to corrupt one of those things," the 
Emperor said. "It would have likely torn through those Heavenly Guards who pulled my Lord 
Advisor away to safety." 


Mobei-Jun exhaled in relief. He could not have held it if he had tried. 


"You should have heard how loudly he was yelling at them! He yelled at me as I was 
following your little wind demon by to come rescue you from this little... mishap. Hmmm, 
no, I don't like this at all. I think I'll have to have my Xiyan come take a look at this and tell 
us all what to do about it." 


The pain was becoming louder as well, now that the relief was wearing off. Mobei-Jun could 
not bring himself to move his legs. His power bubbled when he tried to reach for it. 


"But first, I think that I had better get my best general back to my advisor before I get into 
any more trouble." Tianlang-Jun sighed heavily. "Come along, Mobei. Up onto your feet so 
that we can clean you up and put you back together." 


Mobei-Jun could only move under his own power at the moment if he crawled. The Emperor 
moved forward and, with the strength of a heavenly demon, easily pulled Mobei-Jun up by 
the back of his robes. Mobei-Jun snarled and tried to pull away, lurching, but the Emperor's 
grip was unbreakable. He even clucked his tongue. 


"None of that," Tianlang-Jun scolded. "And don't bite me, I get enough of that from my 
beautiful, precious son." 


The Emperor pulled Mobei-Jun's unbroken arm over his shoulders, beckoning Mobei-Jun to 
lean on him. It worked well. Mobei-Jun was both taller and broader than him. Putting an arm 
around his shoulders, the Emperor helped him towards the Inner Palace, where Captain 
Qiang of the Heavenly Guard was opening the doors and coming forward with more 
warriors. With witnesses, Mobei-Jun tried to free himself, to stand on his own power, but the 
Emperor would not release him. 


"Is this what I have to look forward to?" Tianlang-Jun sighed. "Let me help, Mobei. You 
can't really think that I would really let you fall now, after everything, do you?" 


Mobei-Jun did not answer this. Wise men did not tell emperors things that they did not wish 
to hear. 


"I have such things to say to your father now," the Emperor complained, "and that uncle of 
yours. I didn't know how to say them before. I didn't know to say them. You should have seen 
my father. That man was, as my Lord Advisor likes to say sometimes, a piece of fucking 
work." 


Mobei-Jun grunted. That Demon Emperor had been killed long before he had been born, but 
the aftereffects of the man's reign... the ripples continued. One might even call them waves. 


"Ahhh, you should have heard the things that my sister had to say about him... and the things 
that she said about me." Tianlang-Jun's voice turned pensive, as the Heavenly Guards moved 
around them to secure the scene. "Ah, the things that we said to each other! I regret most of 
them now. Not all of them, because I was right some of the time, it happens occasionally, no 
matter what Meimei said, but... most of them. It all seems silly now." 


That Demon Emperor had also been killed before Mobei-Jun had been born. Tianlang-Jun's 
younger sister had married the White Snake and failed to hold her father's empire together, 
and had at some point given birth to the snake demon now called Zhuzhi-Lang. 


The Inner Palace was on high alert. Many of the servants gawked at seeing the Emperor half- 
carrying the injured Northern King. Mobei-Jun focused on controlling his power rather their 
wide eyes. 


"Of course, it was never as easy as wistful hindsight makes it out to be. For example: my 
Xiyan really would have killed me in the beginning, you know! Falling in love any earlier 
wouldn't have made anything better at all. A heavenly demon can't just go around carelessly 
handing his heart away to beautiful maidens just because they're ruthlessly mean and 
obviously up to something!" 


Mobei-Jun snorted, against his will. It sounded like something that Shang Qinghua might say. 
Perhaps it was something that Shang Qinghua had said to the Emperor's own face. 


Tianlang-Jun laughed, then sighed again. "If things had turned out any differently with my 
dreadful family, then I might not have my Zhuzhi at all, and that's an unbearable thought. 
And sometimes I think that my poor nephew might be far better off without parents like that, 
to tell you the truth, as cruel as it is to say. He might have been better off with someone better 
than me, but here we are. He raised himself most of the way anyway." 


Mobei-Jun grunted again, rather than comment on the snake demon he had come to dislike. If 
Zhuzhi-Lang was not interested in Shang Qinghua, then he should have kept his distance to 
convince his interfering uncle of this fact. 


"What was I talking about again?" Tianlang-Jun murmured. "Ah, who knows? An emperor 
can have everything while the man himself has nothing to his name at all." 


"Hm " 


"And a demon lord can have no greater treasure than loyalty and you've given me plenty of it, 
Mobei, so enjoy the ride." 


He was spared from having to make further conversation with the Emperor as Shang Qinghua 
arrived in a flurry, followed by Heavenly Guards and imperial healers and the wind demon 
messenger all sprinting desperately after him. Tianlang-Jun laughed and finally deposited 
Mobei-Jun on a nearby bench in the imperial family's favorite courtyard in the Inner Palace. 


"My king, you're hurt! They told me that you broke a Stone General?! How the fuck did you 
do that?! That's so cool! Is your arm broken?! Holy shit!" 


"TIl be on my way," Tianlang-Jun said, and his servants jumped out of his way. "Don't crowd 
them, everyone! Don't crowd them. What about the mess just outside the Inner Palace? And 
where's my beautiful wife? I didn't get married so that I could ever be without my beautiful, 
wonderful, terrifyingly intelligent wife's company." 


There was something calming, Mobei-Jun admitted to himself, about releasing himself into 
Shang Qinghua's care. The human stood tall and started snapping at the demons milling 
around them. The world started jumping back into terrified order, without Mobei-Jun needing 
to do more than glare at any servant who dared to even briefly question Shang Qinghua's 
orders. Once his arm was splinted, they returned to the Lord Advisor's Apartments and Shang 
Qinghua helped him treat his burns and cuts, protectively hissing everyone else away, except 
for Shuang Yun, who was reluctantly permitted to stand stiffly just inside the main door of 
the apartments. 


"Return to the Cold Palace and... continue your business for now," Mobei-Jun ordered. "I 
will... speak personally with Hong Hao on the matter shortly." 


"Yes, Mobei-Jun!" The young wind demon bowed and hurried from the room, forgetting to 
close the door. 


Outside, one of the Heavenly Guard keeping watch reached forward and carefully pulled it 
shut again, finally leaving Shang Qinghua and Mobei-Jun alone. Shang Qinghua wouldn't 
look at him directly at first. The man kept puttering uselessly with the burn creams and 
salves, repeatedly rearranging them on the tray that the imperial healers had left. 


Mobei-Jun's injuries had all been treated. The pain was dulled due to the medication, a 
familiar and almost comforting ache now. The power of his ancestors was recovering in 
something like a slumber. 


"It was... It is... a family matter," Mobei-Jun said, a low rumble that felt like an 
unintelligible mumble. He cleared his throat. "A delicate family matter. One that the 
Emperor... does not yet know about." 


Shang Qinghua straightened up and finally looked at him directly. "Oh." 


"Indeed." 


"That... doesn't sound good. It's not, like, a rebellion or something, is it? Or a coup?" 
Mobei-Jun snorted. "No." 


"All right, that's the only thing that I really care about! There are... definitely things that we 
all prefer to handle personally... rather than leave them to incompetent or clumsy underlings 
who don't understand the complexities or importance of the situation. I get that. I get that." 


"...Thank you." 


"And the Emperor does have a tendency to overreact... and tease. The teasing is kind of 
worse than the overreacting, sometimes, honestly. It's relentless." 


"That is a concern," Mobei-Jun admitted, though he considered the situation more serious 
than that. Even if everything was resolved in the best possible way, he likely would not be 
able to escape the Emperor's teasing and other commentary, and he was not looking forward 
to it. 


"He means well!" Shang Qinghua insisted. "I think! It's just that... I never said this, by the 
way... But I think acting careless comes a little from the fact that everything he ever cared 
about before he went on his Human Realm soul-searching tourist trip was... sort of brutally 
destroyed? Ah, I feel so hypocritical saying any of this, but the records in the Underground 
Ministry are horrifying. He's actually kind of amazingly well-adjusted for a demon lord and a 
heavenly demon? That feels so weird to say, but it's true!" 


Mobei-Jun grunted, because it was true and it was horrifying that it was true. "I have met 
many demon lords who are less... stable and more... unreasonable than Tianlang-Jun." 


"He makes up for it by being unimaginably dangerous and having a bad sense of humor," 
Shang Qinghua said wisely. "Hmmm, I wonder how heavenly demon cores work that he can 
have more power than you despite the whole ancestor cannibalism ritual thing..." 


Mobei-Jun laughed. "Many have wondered without ever learning... except perhaps in the 
moment of their death." 


Though if anyone were to somehow figure it out and survive, then Mobei-Jun would guess it 
to be Shang Qinghua. Or the Empress, perhaps. 


Clearly thinking along similar lines, Shang Qinghua then said: "I should talk to Su Xiyan 
about this. She's the expert. I know she's running some sealing experiments on their son to 
keep his human and demon cores balanced so that he doesn't end up like some other half- 
demons... Ah! Ah! You didn't hear me say that! I didn't say that! You heard nothing!" 


Mobei-Jun looked at the anxious human and found himself... amused. "Heard what?" he said 
obligingly. 


It was a terrible mistake for a trusted servant to make, letting such information slip to another 
demon lord. He doubted that Shang Qinghua ever would have said anything if the man had 
not become so comfortable with him. Shang Qinghua eyed him warily, but... soon relaxed. 


"Good," he muttered. "Good. Good." 


"...There is a young member of my clan who is taking a dangerous step without the proper 
preparation." 


"What? Who? Oh, the coming-of-age hunting test, right?" 


"Yes " Mobei-Jun said, satisfied that Shang Qinghua so quickly recalled the rituals important 
to his clan. "The boy is an orphan and his caretaker is... not careful. The matter must be 
handled personally, but also... privately." 


"Ah, to avoid angering his caretaker?" 
"No, to avoid the appearance of favoring one cousin above all others." 


"Ohhh." Shang Qinghua nodded with great understanding. "Just favoring one clan slightly 
more than the others can send everyone into a frenzy! Or it just makes everyone talk and say 
mean things about how that clan needs a human's help to survive and thrive, which, aha, no 
one likes. It's embarrassing." 


Mobei-Jun nodded back. Shang Qinghua understood. That has been... easier... than he had 
anticipated. Much easier. 


"I'll see about making the arrangements!" Shang Qinghua promised. "I'll talk to the Emperor, 
or maybe the Empress, and... well... worse case scenario is that I pretend to be sick and you 
can sneak off to the other side of the Demon Realm for a day again? I'll get to sleep in! 
Everyone wins!" 


Mobei-Jun smiled, as Shang Qinghua came to sit down next to him, as though... nothing had 
happened today. 


"Iam... grateful for all that you do. It is unfair to expect more from you in this situation." 
The more Mobei-Jun spoke, the more easily the words came. He only had to force himself to 
start speaking. "You should not have to work as you do in these conditions." 


"Ah, well... it's... Thank you. I know that you don't want to be here, so..." 
"I will not leave you unprotected." 
"That's... Thanks. I know Tianlang-Jun-" 


"Not due to Tianlang-Jun's threats," Mobei-Jun corrected, annoyed. "J do not wish to see you 
dead due to his carelessness... and not only because of what you can do for my kingdom." 


"Oh." Shang Qinghua appeared flummoxed by this, flushed by the flattery. "Uh, thank you. 
Thanks, my king." 


He was nearly leaning against Mobei-Jun's side again, but quickly righted himself before he 
could fall in. He saw Mobei-Jun to bed, following him inside the bedroom, so that he could 
set up a table of everything that Mobei-Jun might need. Mobei-Jun wanted to pull the man 


into bed, even though he was injured, perhaps because he was injured, just to keep him there 
and set himself against the timing of Shang Qinghua's breathing. 


But Shang Qinghua shivered and breathed hotly into his hands, rubbing them together, and so 
Mobei-Jun let him go when he excused himself. There were techniques to assist warm beings 
resist the cold. Mobei-Jun had never had cause to learn them before, but he would now. 

Soon. 


For now, he fell asleep, shortly after Shang Qinghua gently closed the door. 


He awoke to the sound of screaming. Shang Qinghua. Shang Qinghua was shouting for him 
through the shadows. Calling for help. 


Mobei-Jun did not think. He flowed from the bed, crashing through the doors to his bedroom, 
and flew across the room to the other set of doors. He pulled. Locked. He pulled back with 
his good arm and the shadows, then smashed through the lock, despite all the protections on 
it. Someone had tampered with it. 


He ripped open the bedroom doors and it was... cold. It was colder than Mobei-Jun's own 
bedroom by far. There was a blizzard happening in Shang Qinghua's bedroom. 


The cause was a large crystal, glowing a vicious white, in what should have been the magical 
furnace keeping the room warm. Someone had tampered with that too. Mobei-Jun reached 
through the shadows and cast the device to another place, back to the far north where it 
belonged, and unlike the Stone General, it fell through the hole in the world without trouble. 
The room remained deathly cold, but the roaring blizzard came to a sudden stop, the 
remaining snowflakes drifting gently down. 


Mobei-Jun could not see Shang Qinghua. The spell took him towards the doors to the 
bathroom, which opened easily, and inside, Shang Qinghua screamed in surprise. The sound 
of life was so relieving that it was painful within Mobei-Jun's chest. 


Shang Qinghua had wrapped himself in one of the fur coats from his closet and was using his 
spiritual energy to keep warm, but the temperature was still well below what killed most 
creatures. Mobei-Jun swept the human up into his good arm and then kicked his way through 
the doors that led back through the main room. They had also been jammed, but the 
beautifully carved wood and light protections were no match for Mobei-Jun's foul temper. 
The doors splintered. 


Shang Qinghua was still shivering in his arms. Mobei-Jun did not know exactly how to 
transfer the essence of an ice demon, he did not have any practice, but he could not afford not 
to try. He pushed his forehead against Shang Qinghua's forehead, letting a trickle of his 
power come forward, and then kissed the man on the lips. 


Shang Qinghua made a surprised sound, but accepted the energy. His lips were colder than 
they should have been. Trembling. When Mobei-Jun pulled away, Shang Qinghua was unable 
to form words, staring at him with wide eyes, but his color looked good again. 


Mobei-Jun did not pause. He walked directly to the main doors of the apartments and opened 
them, where the Heavenly Guards were keeping their oblivious watch. They turned to Mobei- 
Jun in shock. 


"Fetch the Emperor," Mobei-Jun snarled. 


Once again, they gathered in a favored courtyard within the Inner Palace, which had finally 
been breached. The Emperor was accompanied by his wife, his nephew, his son, and his son's 
human caretaker. The Heavenly Guard surrounded them with the attentiveness of the 
ashamed. 


"I feel like we've been here before," Tianlang-Jun mused, still in his sleeping clothes. His 
wife appeared to be wearing a robe that belonged to him. 


"The head housekeeper will know who replaced the crystal in my chambers," Shang Qinghua 
insisted. "I don't let the servants in freely. My room has been under constant surveillance. 
Then we just have to figure out if they were bribed or mind-controlled or blackmailed or 
threatened or if they just secretly hated me all along and took their shot-" 


"We will discover the truth of this," the Empress agreed, her eyes sharper than ever despite 
the late hour. 


Shang Qinghua was still holding Mobei-Jun's good arm. He had let go of it only briefly so 
far. When he did, Mobei-Jun only had to hold out his arm expectantly, and Shang Qinghua 
would consciously or unconsciously latch on to it again. 


The servants of the Inner Palace were good at their work. The head housekeeper and the 
imperial chamberlain tracked down the servant responsible within the hour, quickly arresting 
them and determining that they had been possessed by a Mind-Controlling Love Insect. The 
parasite was extracted and crushed before the chamberlain even brought the story to the 
Emperor. Proof was offered in the form of the crushed insect, however. 


The Emperor's nephew lifted the little prince onto his hip so that the child, who had resisted 
all attempts to put him back to sleep, could stare intently at this disgusting thing. This 
distracted him so that Mobei-Jun and Shang Qinghua could speak to his parents with 
relatively little concern over being overheard. 


"Seriously, who the fuck has enough money or social capital to pay for this many assassins?!" 
Shang Qinghua hissed. "We're getting into plots that I barely recognize anymore! We do most 
of our problem-solving in-house, but I still checked a lot of the popular rates even before this 
shit happened, for the purposes of competitive salaries and also maybe curiosity, it pays to 
keep a finger on the pulse of these things. I am costing some assholes a fortune here." 


"Good," Mobei-Jun said. 


"Is this my own fault? There are too many niche professional assassins in this world - market 
oversaturation is a thing, you know - and there are way too many ways into this palace for 
plot convenience." 


"A pressing concern that has come to light is that you may no longer be the sole target," the 
Empress interrupted. 


"What? Oh, did they try for you too...?" 


The Empress looked pointedly towards Mobei-Jun. Her husband looked away from all of 
them, grimacing uncomfortably. Shang Qinghua looked between them, then gawked up at 
Mobei-Jun, who had... not considered this angle until now. 


"You think someone is trying to kill Mobei-Jun?!" Shang Qinghua said disbelievingly. 


"Some of the assassins we have caught over the past several months have been talkative 
about their clients... if unhelpful regarding the original and most persistent culprit. It is not 
uncommon knowledge at this point that the Northern King will put himself between you and 
any threat. It creates an opportunity." 


Mobei-Jun thought about this and decided it explained some of the assassination attempts to 
which he had been subjected. Some aiming had been unforgivably poor if Shang Qinghua 
had been the target. 


"And some had made the assumption that the Northern King will suffer great disfavor, 
perhaps even consequences similar to those which befell his father, if he fails to ensure the 
Imperial Advisor's safety," the Empress explained, with a scolding look towards her 
uncomfortable husband. 


"I was attempting to impress my treasured advisor's importance upon my best general!" 
Tianlang-Jun protested. "I suppose that I could have been... quieter." 


"Wait, do you think that someone tried to frame Mobei-Jun for my murder just now?!" Shang 
Qinghua demanded. 


"It's... possible," the Emperor said. 


"There are more efficient ways to kill someone if death is your only goal," the Empress said 
mildly. "Freezing to death in your sleep does sound like someone's idea of poetry... or 
someone belatedly attempting to cast the blame towards anyone else for a series of 
offensively disorganized assassination attempts that have gotten wildly out of hand." 


"I may have been... hasty in making certain remarks tying one life to another," Tianlang-Jun 
admitted. "...Too publicly." 


"Enough," Mobei-Jun snarled. "No more of this nonsense." 
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"My king, it's..." 


"We are leaving. We are going to the northern kingdoms and we are not returning this 
investigation has been completed in its entirety." 


"O-oh..." 


The Emperor and Empress stared at them, their faces not blank, but masterfully neutral. And 
then they both smiled. Su Xiyan was more subtle about her happiness and approval. 
Tianlang-Jun stroked his chin and started grinning like a madman. 


Beside him, Shang Qinghua's mouth was hanging open. "Who's we?! You want me to come 
with you?! To the Northern Desert? Me?!" 


"Yes." 


Mobei-Jun did not feel like taking no for an answer. He hoped desperately that Shang 
Qinghua would not refuse the offer, because he did not feel currently capable of allowing the 
man to stay in this wretched place a single hour longer, and he was too tired and too annoyed 
to be effectively persuasive regarding something that seemed so obvious. He wondered if the 
Emperor would object if Mobei-Jun simply threw Shang Qinghua over his shoulder and left, 
as was increasingly tempting to do. 


"I think it's a splendid idea!" Tianlang-Jun declared, before Shang Qinghua could object. 
Mobei-Jun did not /ike the Emperor's obnoxiousness being used in his favor this time, but it 
was what it was. "Take good care of him, hm? Qinghua, enjoy your vacation! You've earned 
it!" 


Chapter End Notes 


Hua Cheng: "And what do you think you could possibly offer me?” 

Shang Qinghua: "This really fucked-up demonic sword. It's so ugly and cursed and evil, 
I hate it, and I want it out of my fucking house. No reasonable person would want this 
thing." 

Hua Cheng, who already can't wait to show it to Xie Lian: "...I'm listening." 


The Northern Desert 


Chapter Notes 


There's some very brief reference to human trafficking in this one. 
This chapter is around 8,900 words long. 


Enjoy! VY Y 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


When Mobei-Jun said that they were leaving the Underground Palace of the Heavenly Valley 
for the Ice Palace of the Northern Desert now, he meant now. Not tomorrow. (Well, it was 
already tomorrow, actually, in a way. It was past midnight.) Not at dawn. He meant that he 
wanted to leave right fucking now. And he was not pleased by the basic logistical issues of 
needing to wait for Shang Qinghua and Head Housekeeper Min to pull together some 
emergency luggage. 


"I AM NOT GOING TO THE NORTHERN DESERT WITHOUT CLOTHES!" Shang 
Qinghua shouted finally. "Didn't I just very nearly freeze to death in my sleep?! Now I have 
to do it again naked?! Am I supposed to wear your clothes and die when I trip over the 
oversized ends and smash my face into the floor, young master?! Think about it!" 


That seemed to startle Mobei-Jun into backing off again. The demon lord's eyes widened 
slightly and he actually took a step backwards. Fortunately, that wind demon messenger 
returned from the local Cold Palace with the rest Mobei-Jun's things that hadn't already been 
packed up from his bedroom in Shang Qinghua's apartments, so Mobei-Jun impatiently 
lumbered off to pretend to talk to his subordinate and the Heavenly Guards again or 
something. Shang Qinghua didn't really care! He was busy! He didn't need demon lords 
underfoot right now when it felt like he was trying to plan a million things all at once. 


Packing wasn't even taking that long. Shang Qinghua was done giving the orders to close up 
his apartments behind him within ten minutes; the main issue was giving the rat demons on 
staff enough time to sniff out any more of those mind-controlling bugs. (What had he been 
thinking writing that shit?!) 


This gave him... not nearly enough time to delegate all the schemes he'd been in the middle 
of running with the Underground Ministry! Shang Qinghua tried to scribble out instructions 
for the servants to deliver to his assistants, but he didn't get very far before he was interrupted 
by the imperial couple, who shooed the servants away with a look and effortlessly regal flicks 
of their enviously elegant hands. When Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan flicked or flapped or 
flipped someone off, then Shang Qinghua was of course immediately abandoned without so 


much as a backwards glance, dropped like a hot piece of coal. He didn't even get to finish his 
sentence, staring after the fleeing servants in bewilderment until Tianlang-Jun snagged him 
by the collar like someone catching a dog. 


"Enough of that," Tianlang-Jun said. "Aren't you going? Go already!" 
"But my deals...!" 


Tianlang-Jun clucked his tongue disapprovingly and allowed Shang Qinghua to straighten up, 
now that he'd been pulled away from his work papers. "I was also the Emperor of the Demon 
Realm before you came along, you know." 


Shang Qinghua didn't really have anything nice to say about Tianlang-Jun's management of 
the Demon Realm, so he didn't say anything at all. His mouth opened and closed a few 
times. 


Su Xiyan chuckled softly, reaching out to straighten the front of his robes. "It is long past 
time that we put your system to the test properly, Qinghua, and examine how well the 
Ministry runs without your dedicated supervision. Frightening your subordinates from an 
Inner Palace, like a hawk perched atop a tree, prevents a sufficiently rigorous examination." 


"But I was about to make some of our allies so rich that it was about to make all of our 
previous efforts look poor!" Shang Qinghua complained, only... mostly exaggerating. 


"Patience is a virtue," Su Xiyan said. 
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"So is living humbly!" Tianlang-Jun said, from his lofty position of being an overpowered 
heavenly demon. "It's good for a person to learn to survive on their own that way!" 


Su Xiyan looked at her husband fondly. "Using only their handsome face and a little song to 
get by? A certain pitiful beggar still hasn't paid back all the money that I loaned him," she 
scolded. 


"See, living humbly got me a rich wife!" 
"Hm." 


"Our allies can wait to receive the gift of your wisdom, my Lord Advisor." Tianlang-Jun 
rubbed his hands together gleefully. "Let them complain about it as much as they like! Let 
them see how far it gets them!" 


"Ha ha, of course. Of course. I'm not, like, being pushed out of my position or anything. Of 
course." 


"Eh, literally..." Tianlang-Jun began. 


"Our investigations are closing in on all of the different culprits engaged in these foolish, 
greedy schemes..." Su Xiyan said gently, putting Shang Qinghua in mind of an enormous 
metal trap with teeth snapping shut, forceful enough to break a leg. "Once they realize that 
they are being cornered, they may become... even more desperate, so removal to a distant 


palace appears to be a wise idea. Perhaps we'll even have someone like Binghe's young tutor 
play the decoy for a little while..." 


Shang Qinghua opened his mouth to object, but... ah, no, if they put Teacher Yan in some of 
his clothes, then there would definitely be some demons unable to tell the difference. All 
humans looked the same to some of them! And if Teacher Yan was kept mostly inside the 
Inner Palace, then the disguise would fool even more people from a distance, especially if 
Shang Qinghua's assistants and the Heavenly Guards joined in on the plot to follow Teacher 
Yan around. 


"Ah, shit, Yachi won't be able to keep her hands to herself," he realized. "People are going to 
think that I'm fucking one of my assistants." 


Tianlang-Jun grinned. "You've got to keep people on their toes!" He even winked. 
"But what about-?" 

"Let us handle that," Su Xiyan said. 

"I didn't even finish my-" 

"We will handle it," Su Xiyan insisted pleasantly. 


"But what am I supposed to do?" Shang Qinghua complained. He wasn't going to stamp his 
foot. He wasn't going to stamp his fucking foot like a child. "I can still help with the 
investigations. I started all of those special financial investi-" 


A hand landed on his shoulder, firm but gentle, and Tianlang-Jun sighed before he spoke. "I 
don't need you to be useful," he said softly. "I need my friend, who saved my wife and son, 
and probably my own life, and probably my beloved idiot nephew's life too, to stay alive.” 


"Ah..." Shang Qinghua cleared his throat. "I can do that. Probably. Sure." 


It was a little embarrassing and more than a little awkward when they talked about these 
things out loud, all sincerely like this, without any jokes or conditions or plausible deniability. 
Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky liked to think that he had a thick face, and then shit like 
this happened. 


Tianlang-Jun's gaze was unbearably warm. "I don't have many true friends, you know." 
"Neither do I," Su Xiyan said, just as soft. 


Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky had died without having a single person he could have 
called an actual friend. He'd had family members he hadn't talked to even briefly in nearly a 
year. He'd had fans and anti-fans who hadn't known his real name as they praised or cursed 
him. And... ah... he'd had the person who'd taken his money at the food market, maybe? Not 
really. 


Shang Houhua had left his second birth family without looking back. 


Shang Qinghua, head disciple of An Ding Peak, had betrayed his cultivation sect and he still 
didn't feel bad about it. Not all of them had been shit people, honestly. It was just that the 
ones who'd actually talked to him had only ever cared about what he could do for them. 
People had talked to him when everything had been going wrong, not the hundred other times 
everything had gone right. 


"It's... kind of still a new experience for me too, you know," Shang Qinghua said hoarsely. It 
didn't feel natural, sometimes. It felt uncomfortable. Like trying to convince himself to put 
his bare hand into a fire. Ow. "It's good, though, I like it. It's a good way to be alive." 


Su Xiyan stepped forward to pat him on the cheek. "So, do let us know if the Northern Desert 
Clan is not being appropriately hospitable, of course." 


"I mean, the Northern Desert not being hospitable is kind of its whole thing? But sure! Sure, 
I'll do that." 


Traditionally, travel to the Northern Desert took several weeks by the average mount 
(depending on the mount) and months by foot. There were several demonic folk songs about 
travelers who had been on the road around the Demon Realm for a hundred years. Even 
cultivators flying there often experienced serious delays due to all the many, many unique and 
wonderful demonic plants, animals, people, and cursed rocks along the way that tried to 
viciously kill pretty much everything that moved, especially anything with a human's 

spiritual energy. 


Those with particular power sets fared best, such as most types of wind demons, who could 
transform into a gust of wind and make the journey in days or even hours. Mobei-Jun's 
personal messenger, the Frost Wind Clan demon named Shuang Yun, was particularly fast. 
Apparently, this was partially because the young demon often stopped by inelegantly running 
into things and then reforming afterwards. 


Mobei-Jun could teleport. This Mobei-Jun could, at least; Shang Qinghua didn't actually 
know very much about the ice demon's immediate shitty ancestors or his abyssal monsters 
ancestors. Even better: this Mobei-Jun could teleport objects and other people without killing 
them, which was a very rare skill. He'd been doing this over the course of his entire stay in 
the Heavenly Valley, occasionally visiting the Cold Palace so that he could transport some of 
his people back and forth between the northern kingdoms and the heart of the Demon Realm. 


There was a (somewhat secretive, due to the possibility of an ambush) operating schedule for 
it and everything. Shang Qinghua had of course helped to organize this schedule. 


Mobei-Jun got really annoyed if people weren't waiting where they should be when he 
opened a portal, because while it was a wonderful, incredibly useful way to use his powers 
logistically speaking, the envy of everyone in the Underground Ministry, he really didn't like 
acting as a transport system. Derogatory "beast of burden" comments had been made. Shang 
Qinghua also suspected that moving people other than himself around could be genuinely 
exhausting for him, especially repeatedly and on a large scale, since Mobei-Jun had said 
(grumpily, there was no other way to describe it) that it would be far easier to simply let any 


cargo or soldiers be “torn apart" by the forces between spaces and deliver the remains to the 
other side, whatever that meant exactly. 


Shang Qinghua hadn't pushed for further explanation. It sounded pretty self-explanatory. And 
bad. 


This time, it was just the two of them, and some luggage stuffed into enchanted pouches. 
Moving in and out of heavily protected places like the Inner Palace was also very difficult, an 
unnecessary obstacle to force Mobei-Jun to overcome, so they had slipped out of the 
Underground Palace entirely, to an isolated point just outside that overlooked most of the 
Heavenly Valley. 


The sprawling city was gray at this hour, with some solitary lanterns dully winking or 
bobbing along, as the lively people of the night stumbled off to bed and the pre-dawn shift 
crawled out to get the day rolling. Shang Qinghua could see the promise of sunlight coming 
over the mountains. 


He was doing his best not to think about that block of houses that was slowly sinking into the 
ground due to poor construction of underground tunnels, or the current irrigation flooding 
issues on the other side of the valley, or the rockslide that had definitely happened because 
one demon lord had built his new manor in a stupid place in a stupid way, but no one could 
say it directly without setting off an even stupider chain of social squabbling that no one 
really wanted to deal with. People were handling that stuff! The food poisoning incidents at 
the upper market, the traffic jams due to the road blockages at the eastern gates, the rash of 
invasive slugs with aphrodisiac slime (a plot device from Proud Immortal Demon Way, of 
course) that his ministers were pretty sure had come into the city because of an oblivious 
cabbage farmer... that was all someone else's problem! That was all going to be out of sight, 
out of reach, and out of mind. 


He found himself distracted anyway by all the things in this city that he'd thought about 
doing, but had never had the time or the courage to do. At least until he was jostled out of 
those thoughts by the cool hand around his shoulder, squeezing down gently to get his 
attention. 


"Hm?" 


"Are you not ready to go?" Mobei-Jun asked, frowning. He'd obviously asked this question at 
least once already. 


"I am! I am! I was just thinking about... There's this little hole-in-the-wall restaurant opposite 
the bookshop that I used to be able to visit without people maybe trying to kill me. I've never 
been there. I like hand-pulled noodles, but I can never be sure whether or not they're the sort 
of place that will just... throw me into the pot too? Also, ahem, some of the ingredients are 
just... not good for me." 


"Send one of your assistants." 


"That's- shit, I didn't think of that. I can't believe that I never thought of that? I don't know, it 
kind of ruins the experience of eating on a stool cramped up against a wall? Trying not to 


move your elbows? There's an ambience to eating out that you just can't get with take-out." 


Mobei-Jun was looking at him like he was being absurd, which was kind of fair. There was 
no good reason for Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky to be this nostalgic for a similar food 
place from his last lifetime, which had probably been a front for something illegal and had 
ended up being shut down regardless a few years before he'd died. It had been so cheap, 
though! 


"Ah, you probably wouldn't understand! That's not really your scene, is it? I thought about 
taking the Demon Emperor, but... eh... going out on the town with him is an experience." 


"Yes." 


"There's always a risk of repeating his belated bachelor party and even Zhuzhi-Lang will get 
off his ass to prevent Round Two of the belated bachelor party at all costs. He was already 
married by that point, but he still wanted one." 


"I do not know what that is." 


"I regret it telling him what one was... I was just making a joke. It's just a party you can 
throw for a groom to celebrate his ‘last days of freedom' usually by getting drunk and going 
out to make more bad decisions- Oh, shit, I can never get married. Shit. If I get married, he's 
going to want to do another one. We only just finished finding and fixing up all of the 
damages-" 


"Enough of this." 


Mobei-Jun ripped open a hole in space, so cold and so dark that it made the hour before dawn 
look bright. He half pushed and half carried Shang Qinghua forward using his good arm; 
Shang Qinghua's feet actually left the ground for a moment. He didn't even have time to wave 
to the Heavenly Guards who had come to see them off. 


"You will be back," Mobei-Jun said softly, before they stepped into the shadows. 


The experience was incredibly cool and also bad. It was so cold that his face felt like it was 
being stabbed with a thousand little needles. The pressure was intense and unpredictable, like 
gravity was twisting around him, as he did his best to walk forward. The demonic energy was 
thick enough to choke on it. He couldn't entirely repress his fear response. 


And then it was over. He stumbled on the other side, overcorrecting for a force that was 
suddenly no longer there, and Mobei-Jun caught him easily. 


"Thank you, my king!" 


Mobei-Jun pulled him upright, but... continued to hold Shang Qinghua against his side, his 
arm continuing to rest over the shoulders. Heavy, but reassuring. Shang Qinghua definitely 
wasn't complaining about it even though a part of his brain was screaming that this version of 
the world was even more twisted than the inside of Mobei-Jun portal. It didn't make sense. It 
didn't make sense. 


"Who cares?" Shang Qinghua thought. His sleep had been interrupted by someone trying to 
murder him; he deserved this. 


"Where are we...?" 


It was darker here than it had been in the Heavenly Valley. Farther north, the sky was still 
entirely... no, it couldn't be called entirely black. It was dark, but he had never seen so many 
stars in his entire life. 


In either life, really, but especially not that overworked and underappreciated author Airplane 
Shooting Towards The Sky's lifetime. He'd been born in the city and he'd lived in cities for 
the rest of his life. Stars had been those things that he had seen on the occasional childhood 
trips (before his parents' divorce) to areas that were... eh, countryside adjacent... but stars 
had still been more commonly seen in pictures and on dramas and so on, so long as the image 
compression hadn't been too bad and the internet hadn't been acting up again. Satellites and 
airplanes had stood in with a little imagination. 


When he'd been born in this world... ah, he'd spent a lot of time stargazing, before his 
memories from a previous life had finished trickling in and had started to make enough sense 
for him to know why the sky with its thousands of stars and bright heavenly rivers of colored 
dust had looked wrong to him. His second birth family had lived in an area with a lot of hills 
and a lot of tall trees, however, so he'd never been able to see all of the night sky at once. 


And then the Transmigration System had shown up and he'd had bigger problems. 


The views from Cang Qiong Mountain Sect had been incredible. From the top of any of the 
Twelve Peaks, the sky had been bigger than ever, and a person could count all of the little 
villages and towns and the distant cities that took shelter in the shadow of the cultivation sect. 
But there had always been lights on somewhere in the busy sect, as well as the interfering 
Rainbow Bridge and the distant shimmer of the sect's defensive spiritual shields getting in the 
way of the sky. And An Ding disciples didn't have a lot of time for stargazing between the 
grueling work and passing out after the grueling work, even without the pressing distraction 
of the fucking Transmigration System putting on extra stress. 


The Transmigration System was gone now, banished to wherever Shang Qinghua had semi- 
accidentally sent it when he'd broken completely away from canon by helping Tianlang-Jun 
rescue Su Xiyan. 


They were standing on a red cliff overlooking a sea of sand dunes that seemed endless, and 
there was purple in the sky, spilled across it almost like ink, and the sky looked almost like a 
dome in the way that it touched the horizon. It was cold, much colder than it has been in the 
Heavenly Valley, probably cold enough for ice or snow, but that didn't seem to matter right 
now. Who cared? A sky like this was enough to make even a shriveled heart like his swell 
with awe. 


It looked like there were galaxies up there. Could there really be...? Were there really 
trillions of stars out there? Other planets? Was there maybe other life out there? All because 
of his shitty story...? Ah, he'd been overdue for another existential crisis, maybe... 


"This is the Northern Desert," Mobei-Jun said. When Shang Qinghua looked at him, Mobei- 
Jun was looking proudly out at the icy sand dunes rather than up towards the sky. 


"Like, the real one?" Shang Qinghua said. The question sounded kind of stupid as soon as it 
left his mouth, but Mobei-Jun just nodded. 


"This desert served as a natural wall between my clan's original territory farther north..." 
Mobei-Jun pointed northwards with his other arm, still with its splint, and then in the other 
direction. "...and our enemies to the south. It is the largest desert in the Demon Realm; what 
the cold does not kill, the absence of drinkable water often does. The abyssal vents 
throughout the north can also often mesmerize the weak-minded, cause natural disasters, and 
release the deadly creatures of the Endless Abyss into the dunes." 


It was obvious that Mobei-Jun was proud of his homeland, this part of which was truly as 
beautiful as it was so, so deadly. There was a relaxed quality to his expression that Shang 
Qinghua had needed to work for back in the Inner Underground Palace. 


"It gets hot here during the summer months, doesn't it?" Shang Qinghua asked. 


"Yes, it can be unpleasant to those of ice demon and water demon ancestry, which is why our 
true home is much farther north, and why the hunting of abyssal beasts here in the summer 
months is often done exclusively at night, or by subordinate clans of wind or animal demons. 
The defensive wall of this desert nevertheless became one of the most famous characteristics 
of our clan." 


"The snow fields up there are also considered a 'Northern Desert' aren't they?" Shang 
Qinghua asked, thinking of his maps. Few southern scholars or scouts could agree on where 
the Northern Desert ended and on its composition. 


"Yes, but there are many rivers and lakes and forests as well, and it seems... incorrect to refer 
to the White Sea as a desert... even if the ocean water is undrinkable and often frozen." 


"Ha, yeah, I guess that counts, huh?" 


"Our territory now extends far beyond this particular desert," Mobei-Jun said, pointing south 
again. 


Shang Qinghua nodded. The northern kingdoms were currently composed of many 
subordinate clans south of this desert as well as to the north. The southern northerners were 
mostly wind demons and animal demons, and some rock demons and northern tree demons, 
to the Underground Ministry's knowledge. Ice demons were capable of traveling all over, but 
Shang Qinghua had definitely noticed Mobei-Jun behaving a little... melt-y... whenever 
temperatures were high and he wasn't allowed to bring down the temperature using his 
powers for whatever reason. Sluggish and grumpy. It was almost cute. 


"My clan's Summer Palace can be found in the lands in that direction," Mobei-Jun said, still 
looking south. 


"I've heard a lot about that one! I've always wanted to visit it... you know, alongside all of the 
northern kingdoms." 


"It is... poorly named for my clan. Many of my family members cannot stand the warm 
temperatures during the summer months, but it is popular among the clan members, 
subordinate clans, and other allies who cannot bear the cold and darkness of the far north in 
the heart of winter." 


"I think I probably fit into that group, ha ha." Shang Qinghua rubbed his hands together and 
breathed into them, circulating his spiritual energy to keep warm. 


"Are you too cold?" 


"No, no, this is fine. It's a little... nerve-wracking after someone tried to kill me with cold, 
but this is nothing! It's almost nice, ha ha." 


"Tell me if it is too much." 
"Sure." 


"Before our departure, I made inquiries into the sharing of spiritual energy for survival 
purposes," Mobei-Jun said quietly, not looking at him. "I will endeavor to practice such 
techniques for the future." 


"Ah..." Shang Qinghua could feel the blood rushing to his face, remembering that... brief 
and shocking press of the lips earlier. He still couldn't quite believe that had really happened. 
Had he just imagined that? It had been quick and necessary, two faces mashed together, 
rather than anything more. 


What would happen if he told Mobei-Jun that he was cold? Would he do it again? 


He looked out over the desert instead, the slopes of the massive frozen dunes, trusting the 
cold breeze to help bring him back down. His eyes were inevitably drawn back to the 
heavens. So many patterns could be drawn between the countless stars, and the blue, purple 
streams weaving between them. He felt smaller than ever, but maybe that was because his 
heart suddenly felt like it was several sizes too big for his chest. 


"What are we doing here? I thought we were going to the Ice Palace... Not that this isn't 
magnificent! Is it easier to make the trip using multiple portals?" 


"You wanted to see the Northern Desert." 


Shang Qinghua looked up and found Mobei-Jun's expression to be almost too intense to bear. 
Almost. 


"...Thank you?" 
"And I wished to show it to you." 


"Ah." 


Mobei-Jun's arm pressed down as he lowered himself; soon they were both sitting on the 
dusty cliff. "The sun will rise in a few hours if you wish to wait." 


Shang Qinghua couldn't remember the last time that he'd done anything like that. He'd very 
recently spent hours lounging around doing essentially nothing, of course, he could be pretty 
good at that, but... not like this. Not when he had nowhere to go and nothing to do. He didn't 
have to worry about watching the time. He didn't even have to make any arrangements to 
leave later. 


"...You know, that sounds pretty incredible, my king. Let's do that." 


Trying to be one with nature had never been one of his strong suits, even if watching the 
wind move sand and ice around was more interesting than he would have initially guessed. 
His spiritual energy kept him warm. A trickle of energy moving from Mobei-Jun's fingers 
through Shang Qinghua's wrist also helped. It was comfortable enough that he dozed off 
against the ice demon's side and Mobei-Jun had to jostle him awake to see the sun cresting 
over the dunes. 


It was beautiful. 


And craning his neck to see Mobei-Jun's expression of pure contentment, breathing in the 
cold desert air, was pretty good too. 


When they got to the Ice Palace, stepping out into what appeared to be an elegant receiving 
hall, they were greeted by several eager servants. The first thing that Mobei-Jun said to his 
loyal underlings was: "This is the Imperial Advisor. He is under my protection. If anyone 
harms him, they will die. If anyone allows him to come to harm, they will die." 


Shang Qinghua wasn't even surprised. It was kind of nice in its own way. One could even call 
it flattering. 


The loyal servants, a type of lesser ice demon, dressed in the blue robes of the Northern 
Desert Clan, stared at him for only a few seconds before they all hastily bowed to him as 
well. Mostly elegant despite the surprise! Very professional! Shang Qinghua only caught a 
sliver of hesitation among a couple of them, with no reason to believe that it was resentment 
rather than shock. It wasn't every day that your lord and master showed up with a human in 
tow. 


"Treat him with all the respect due a member of the imperial family," Mobei-Jun said, at once 
reckless and in a tone that allowed for no argument. "He is an honored guest whose words 
will only be second to my own and no other." 


"Yes, Mobei-Jun!" 


Mobei-Jun looked down at Shang Qinghua and added, "Tell me if anyone looks at you 
without the appropriate respect." 


All of the servants suddenly had their eyes glued to the ceiling or floor. Shang Qinghua 
couldn't help but laugh. "Or what? You'll kill them for that too?" 


"If necessary." 
"...Good luck to your poor hiring manager," Shang Qinghua mumbled to himself. 


That was a spectacular amount of power and privilege in someone else's house, which Shang 
Qinghua wasn't entirely used to, due to how little he traveled. He was the Imperial Advisor, 
though! Plenty of people apparently thought that he was the brother of an Empress! And 
Shang Qinghua liked the explicit permission already to tell Mobei-Jun's shitty family member 
to fuck off of necessary. 


"It has been a long journey. I am retiring to my rooms and am not to be disturbed." 
"Yes, Mobei-Jun." 


Which was a nice thought, because Shang Qinghua was exhausted and wanted nothing more 
than to sleep the day away. Sleep, sleep, sleep! It consumed most of his waking thoughts, 
sluggish as they were, as they walked through the Ice Palace. 


The rest of his mind was occupied by the beauty of the Ice Palace itself. Like the 
Underground Palace, it had been built partially into a mountain, but the stone appeared to be 
of a much colder quality, possibly partly because of the blue and black colors of the ruling 
clan. The way that the gold and silver had been laid sparingly into the carved walls was 
different, curving in patterns that seemed both more abstract and more natural, and the 
decoration favored a colorful variety of stones and crystals which seemed to glow rather than 
sparkle. There was also a significant amount of bone. A lot of carved bones and fragments of 
spiraling horns and pieces of enormous antlers, actually. 


It was both familiar and not. The Cold Palace in the Heavenly Valley had designs and 
patterns like this, but the materials used in construction had been different. Shang Qinghua 
mostly recognized the style of the art on the walls from Mobei-Jun's clothes. 


It was also fucking cold here. Shang Qinghua was definitely glad that he'd packed really 
warm clothing. 


He didn't realize that they were both headed to Mobei-Jun's rooms and that this meant 
something until the doors closed safely behind them. The main room of Mobei-Jun's private 
apartments was significantly bigger than his own, but it didn't look lived in, probably because 
Mobei-Jun had been here only sparingly for months. The bedroom, of course, only had one 
bed. It was enormous, just as absurd as Shang Qinghua's ridiculous orgy bed back in the 
Inner Palace, far more suited to someone of Mobei-Jun's height and width. There was no 
other bedroom. 


No wonder the servants had been doing their fucking best not to give Shang Qinghua weird 
looks. Tianlang-Jun wasn't here enforcing his schemes in a palace of servants and guards who 
were entirely too used to his way of thinking. 


"...Where am I sleeping?" Shang Qinghua asked, standing awkwardly in the doorway of the 
bedroom. 


Mobei-Jun was seated on the bed. He paused in stripping off his boots and looked up at him, 
blinking several times. He looked around his own bedroom like he'd never thought about the 
absence of a second bed in it before, almost like he was confused by this fact; it was painfully 
obvious that he had not thought about the logistics of sleeping arrangements at all. 


"Should I go... tell the servants to prepare some guest rooms...? Or set up another bed 
somewhere in here? Or do you want to be the one to do it, since throwing around orders 
about furniture arrangements in the first hour of being a guest does seem just a little 
presumptuous-" 


"Just sleep here," Mobei-Jun interrupted. He threw his boots away and made no effort to get 
up, making it very, very clear that he didn't intend to take a set of guest rooms anywhere 
instead. 


Was it hard to breathe in here? Was it hot in the middle of this frozen palace full of ice 
demons? Had someone set the room on fire without Shang Qinghua noticing? Or was this 
feeling just him? 


"Ah... all right..." 


Not even the vast difference in temperature requirements saved him from this new 
arrangement. As soon as Shang Qinghua pointed it out, Mobei-Jun left the bedroom, 
barefoot, and the had his servants bring a magical furnace and the heavy bedding that they 
had just placed in the luxurious guest rooms that they had been hastily preparing for the 
surprise visitor from the Saintly House. 


"Don't bother," Mobei-Jun told them. 


Shang Qinghua could hear the steward's carefully blank expression in the awkward silence, 
which lasted several seconds longer than was strictly professional, before they said, "Yes, 
Mobei-Jun." 


"This is only practical," Shang Qinghua inwardly told himself, repeatedly, uselessly. "We're 
only being practical here. It's because of the relentless assassins. It's not sexy. There's 
nothing sexy about this practical, reasonable arrangement." 


"...They think we're fucking," he said aloud, without entirely meaning to say it. 


Mobei-Jun looked at him, looked at the closed door, and then snorted. "Yes," he said. "Most 
likely." 


Someone suaver than Shang Qinghua could have transformed this interaction into a smooth 
version of: "Well, maybe we should make that into a reality." But he was tired. His heart was 
doing flips in his chest, maybe, which probably wasn't good for his health. It felt like his 
brain was throwing out increasingly frantic "please restart to complete updates" messages. 


"Ha, that's funny," Shang Qinghua said, smiling, feeling like he possibly hadn't heard 
anything less funny ever. It was funny only in that the universe was probably laughing at 
him. 


Mobei-Jun gave him another intense look, then said, "Shang Qinghua, go sit down before you 
fall over." 


He couldn't just fall asleep, though. He unpacked a little. He helped arrange the furs on his 
side of the bed, because Mobei-Jun hadn't let any of the servants in to do it. He also had to 
help Mobei-Jun set up the magical furnace (on his side of the bed, of course) even while 
Mobei-Jun kept insisting that he could arrange and make the device work on his own. It took 
some work. 


"It's not like you would have ever used a heater before for anything, my king," Shang 
Qinghua said plaintively afterwards. 


"I should know how to do something so simple," Mobei-Jun said flatly. There was no way to 
describe his expression in this moment other than pouting; it was a masculine, kingly 
disgruntlement, but it was also definitely pouting. 


"Well, you know how to do it now, which is the important thing! If I ever need someone to set 
one of these things up, then I know who to call for help now, my king." 


"Hm." Mobei-Jun gave him the look of someone who knew that they were being placated. 
"Go to sleep." 


"Just a short nap," Shang Qinghua insisted, already yawning. "I know that I'm on enforced 
vacation going into partial hiding here, but I don't want to fuck up my entire sleep schedule." 


There was really nothing sexy about it. He curled up on his side of the bed, under one of the 
massive fur blankets and on top of another, with sheets in between both, which soon felt 
almost criminally warm. Surely this kind of comfort and warmth in the middle of an ice 
demon's palace couldn't be allowed? He was asleep within minutes. 


When he woke up, the room was dark again, and he saw a large figure lying next to him. 
Mobei-Jun seemed to be breathing deeply in sleep, with his back turned to the human in his 
bed, and he only stirred when Shang Qinghua had to shift his weight too much to get a peek 
at the other man's face. Wow, Mobei-Jun really had been completely asleep? Maybe this was 
all still some sort of dream... 


"Mmm..?" 
"Ah, it's nothing. It's only me. Go back to sleep, my king, I was just... looking." 
"Hmm." 


Shang Qinghua lay back down and tried to go back to sleep, still feeling heavy with 
drowsiness. Everything was fine. All of the protections on the rooms had been set, there were 


Ice Palace guards at the door, and Mobei-Jun was here. It was all fine. 
He had nowhere to be. 
He had nothing to do. 


Unless (one of) the assassination clients lived here in the Ice Palace, and it seemed unlikely 
that Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan would have sent him here if they suspected that after all their 
investigations, then none of his most fervent enemies knew that he was here yet. They would 
also have to cross the Northern Desert (or go all the way around) to get here, which was 
definitely possible, but the thought of their suffering (which would happen to anyone but a 
wind demon) made him happy. 


It was harder to beat back his lust with a figurative stick like this. He was overly warm. His 
body had apparently decided to warm up the other way while he was napping. The smell in 
here was even worse (in the best worst way) than Mobei-Jun's bedroom back at the Inner 
Palace. At least when he'd had his own bedroom, he'd been able to reach down and discreetly 
take care of these things! 


"I'm going to suffer here," he thought helplessly, miserably, before he rolled back over and 
comfortably fell asleep again immediately. 


When Shang Qinghua woke up next, Mobei-Jun was already awake and lounging just one 
room over. The ice demon stripped off all of his outermost layers for sleep, braided his hair, 
and he looked a little sweaty, as well as sleep-rumpled, and Shang Qinghua took a moment to 
appreciate the exquisite pain of such a beautiful sight before stumbling into the main room. 


"...Too hot?" 
Mobei-Jun gave him a bleary look. 


"We'll find the right balance, my king!" Shang Qinghua said, a second before he realized that 
this was the wrong thing to say. "I mean: or I could move into a set of guest rooms here or 
something!" 


"No " 
"Eh, don't you want some privacy?" 


Mobei-Jun shrugged. His hooded eyes were really doing something to Shang Qinghua's poor, 
innocent guts. The fact that his shirt was completely untied so that Shang Qinghua could see 
from the man's collarbone down to the top of his pelvis wasn't exactly new, but that didn't 
mean it stopped being effective. There was a very nice trail of hair there. Fuck. 


Shang Qinghua swallowed several times just to make sure that he wasn't going to 
accidentally make any inappropriate comments about nipples. No biting. No licking. No, no, 
no! 


"So, ah, did you order something for an afternoon meal, my king? I don't know about those 
cultivators who apparently despise the fact that they're as human as the farmer below them, 
but I did not work as hard as I did just to give up the ordinary pleasures of eating." 


Mobei-Jun snorted. "I will do so." 


"Thank you! There's... ah... the kitchens will be able to provide something that a human 
guest would find... edible? I mean, things can kill me and still technically be edible by the 
strictest definition..." 


Mobei-Jun frowned. The expression started with muted confusion and ended in more visible 
annoyance. 


"I did not consider this," he admitted. 
"Ah." 

"I will see to it that it is done." 
"Thank you, my king." 


Usually, Shang Qinghua was the one whom people like Mobei-Jun told to "see it done". This 
was... kind of funny, actually. He offered logistical assistance if necessary, his own imperial 
expertise, which many others might have considered his rightful place as a lowly human 
servant and a priceless gift, and Mobei-Jun just looked annoyed at him for it. 


"There have been human guests in the Ice Palace before," Mobei-Jun said sourly. "The 
kitchen staff who served my father's plentiful tables should be capable of living up to their 
boasting." 


Mobei-Jun summoned one of his stewards, a prim-looking frost demon, and it turned out that 
"What the FUCK do humans eat again?" and "What this fuck does THIS human eat?" had 
been a pressing concern seriously discussed among the senior staff for the past six hours. Not 
that they phrased it that way to their king, of course! But Shang Qinghua could read between 
the stiff lines of the steward's bearing. 


Unsurprisingly, they didn't get a lot of human visitors up here, not any wandering warriors or 
traveling traders like a Realm Borders town. The few northern lords with human concubines 
or mistresses (the steward called them "human companions") did not often bring them into 
the Northern King's house; and the kitchen servants were... uh... concerned about the 
potential insult of serving the Imperial Advisor the same sort of meals that they had 
previously (in past generations, consulting their oldest members of staff here) fed to their rare 
human prisoners. 


Shang Qinghua was pleased! That was a sign of competent staff! He was presented with 
several menus that the steward had clearly hastily but painstakingly assembled based on their 
best guesses, the existence and complexity of which seemed to baffle Mobei-Jun, who 
definitely didn't usually bother with such household issues himself. 


"This isn't bad," Shang Qinghua said admiringly. "Good work on such short notice!" he 
promised Mobei-Jun, who stopped looming quite so fiercely, to the clear relief of the poor 
steward. 


There were definitely some things on the list that would kill or seriously sicken an ordinary 
human. Some demons apparently had a taste exclusively for things that had been twisted and 
transformed by the Endless Abyss, which Shang Qinghua quickly and gladly crossed off the 
lists. But the Ice Palace had definitely hosted plenty of southern demonic guests before, some 
of whom had more human tastes, and not everything grown or hunted in the Demon Realm 
was like a deadly poison to humans, otherwise there couldn't have been so many plot devices 
in Proud Immortal Demon Way involving special items that supposedly increased a person's 
cultivation power by some arbitrary amount. 


"I've done this work many times before, on behalf of the Empress and the rest of the Saintly 
House, it's not a problem," Shang Qinghua said to Mobei-Jun. "How else are the kitchen staff 
going to learn my preferences if we didn't bring anyone from the Inner Palace? I'm here! 
What else are they going to do? Send a messenger all the way down the Heavenly Valley?" 


The brief twist of expression on the steward's face revealed that the senior staff had either 
sent a messenger already or had been seriously considering it. The frost demon graciously 
took Shang Qinghua's responses and fled for his life. 


Mobei-Jun's expression was still so sour that Shang Qinghua laughed. 
"My king, I'm not starving yet! It's fine." 
"...A journey to the Human Realm can be made if necessary..." 


"By who? By you? My king, going all the way to the Human Realm for take-out just for me 
is kind of overkill, but I appreciate the offer!" It really did make him feel all warm and fuzzy 
inside. "Maybe I'll take you up on that sometime and we can terrify some poor noodle stall 
owner in the Human Realm, ha ha." 


Mobei-Jun snorted softly. He didn't object when Shang Qinghua sat down next to him, gaze 
turned away in thought. Eventually, he said: "...How did you come by the human servants 
within the Inner Palace? That arrangement must have been your doing... or else the 
Empress... More likely you." 


"Aha, the Empress had other things on her mind when we first moved to the Demon Realm 
and the Underground Palace. Granny - Luo Wenmin, who looks after Binghe - that was me. 
And it was... a little random? Went into the Human Realm, found an older washerwoman, 
with experience in child-rearing and tending to the sick, who looked like she might appreciate 
a better job and... also didn't seem to have anything against demons... It's hard to explain 
without it sounding like I kidnapped her!" 


He had kind of kidnapped her. He definitely hadn't told her all of the details of the job until 
they were already in the Demon Realm. Mobei-Jun looked at him with the expression of 
someone who wouldn't judge him even if he had kidnapped someone. Which was great 


because Shang Qinghua had no idea how to cite the secret knowledge of the Author God of 
this world, and also didn't want to do that. 


"It took Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan time to completely warm up to the idea, but Luo Wenmin 
probably saved everyone's lives with her nursing skills and didn't mind Zhuzhi-Lang 
watching her the entire time like a... snake, I guess? It all worked out in the end and that's the 
important thing! Tianlang-Jun tried to be there as much as possible, and do the ‘mothering' 
himself, but... it was busy, so Zhuzhi-Lang and I did a Jot of baby-watching. We couldn't use 
any local demon nannies for help at first because, uh, a lot of people had a lot of problems 
with the whole human thing before Tianlang-Jun started making examples of them... as I'm 
sure you're aware... Ha ha." 


"I am aware," Mobei-Jun agreed dryly. "My father was very briefly aware." 


"Ha, yeah, that was... not a good decision. I know Tianlang-Jun's sudden return to the 
Demon Realm and decision to become an involved Demon Emperor again was shocking, 
especially to the man who'd kind of been the closest thing to an emperor in his absence, but... 
there were a lot of more reasonable things to do between ‘nothing' and 'that shit'." 


"I have never professed to understand his decisions. Any of them." 


"Mm, so, that was Luo Wenmin. She is nice to a fault, maybe, but she's family now. She was 
apparently orphaned at a pretty young age and never married at all, no romances of any kind, 
no one was ever interested in someone of such low rank, which is... kind of sad. Really sad, 

actually. So, ah, I think she really likes having a family of her own. Captain Qiang is in love 

with her." 


"I noticed." 


"Then... I think the kitchen staff were next? We only have two humans working in the Inner 
Palace kitchens, a woman and her young daughter, who plays with our little demon prince 
sometimes. This woman used to work in one of the Cang Qiong kitchens, actually, but 
there's... ah... no father for the daughter, if you know what I mean." 


"No." 


"Ah, well, it was easier to just get rid of some kitchen maid than to make a marriage between 
a lowly servant and some well/born Qing Jing disciple with a bright future who denied 
everything, you know? She threw vases at his head before she was dragged out." 


"Hm, yes." 


"As an An Ding disciple, even as the head disciple, I had to, ah, clean up the mess 
afterwards. She went to one of the towns down the mountain to look for work and several 
months later, I showed up to offer her a job, shortly after collecting Granny Luo, because we 
needed more help. One of our Assistant Cook Qian's first questions was... well, firstly, she 
told me to fuck off with my cruel joke, and then she was very reasonably worried that I was 
up to something really bad." 


"But she came anyway." 


"Not a lot of good options for an ‘unwed mother’ in the Human Realm if she's not a strong 
and probably wealthy cultivator, so... yes." 


"Her connection to a cultivation sect is not suspect? Presumably the neglectful father still 
lives and may abruptly decide to take... inconvenient interest at some point in time," Mobei- 
Jun said, obviously speaking with the voice of unhappy experience. 


"Ha ha, you should hear what Cook Qian has to say about that Qing Jing asshole, who almost 
certainly has no idea where she is now and doesn't care. Su Xiyan and Zhuzhi-Lang would 
have definitely looked into that, but... Head Cook Ping, the monkey demon, took the humans 
under her arm and... I think she and Assistant Cook Qian are sharing rooms now." 


Mobei-Jun hummed, probably thinking back to some occasion when the Inner Palace staff 
had been gathered together, probably when he had been taking his frustrations out on the 
Heavenly Guard. Head Cook Ping liked to finger-brush and try to pick insects out of 
Assistant Cook Qian and her daughter's hair. 


"I think that I signed off on that at some point? I don't know if they've eloped or if they ever 
will..." 


"And the human tutor?" 


"Ah, well, that came a few years later. Teacher Yan is actually a cultivator, in his own way, 
trained by private tutors rather than becoming a sect disciple, and he's fine. His father 
essentially owns one of the villages on the human side of the Realm Borders. Father Yan, like 
his father before him, was a little too relaxed about having demons living on his lands, 
especially... mixed families..." 


"I see." 


"So there was some minor conflict with the local cultivation sect, which was annoying for us, 
because the village was in a good spot for trade moving between the Human Realm and the 
Demon Realm. So the Underground Ministry and the Demon Emperor got involved and... 
while it's not our territory, and we don't officially have anyone stationed there, the local 
cultivation sect knows to stay far away from the happy little demon-human village unless 
they want their entire sect and everyone in it to be razed to the ground in response, and 
they're not popular enough for any of the greater sects to get involved." 


Mobei-Jun nodded slightly. "The mere existence of a village where humans and demons 
reside is not enough for them?" he said skeptically. 


"Luckily, the village sits so awkwardly between sect territories that it's generally more 
convenient for everyone to ignore its existence than to start something. But, aha, yeah, I hear 
that there are the occasional visitors full of righteousness and not much common sense, so 
something is probably going to happen again sooner or later. There's a demon clan just on the 
other side of the border who might also become a problem if the wrong son inherits... 
hmm..." 


"There are other humans out in the Imperial City," Mobei-Jun said, like he was prodding 
Shang Qinghua to continue. 


"Yes...? I don't know all of them personally, but I've met some of them, particularly the, ah, 
human spouses that some of the resident courtiers rushed to get or bring to court to try and 
make Tianlang-Jun like them. Which, ha! Lost cause! I'm pretty sure that he honestly hates 
nearly all of them!" 


"Most likely. His smile can be... particularly vicious during most social affairs." 


"There are some humans living out in the city as well, which surprised me, even though I 
guess that it shouldn't have. This world is a wide place. Most of them are also married to 
demons, particularly wealthy merchants, because the poorer and less powerful mixed couples 
tend to live out around the Realm Borders, or in the middle of nowhere where no one can 
bother them, rather than in the Heavenly Valley. The Imperial City can be kind of 
dangerous." 


"I noticed." 


"Ha ha, I think that there are, uh, some humans... working in the brothels, inevitably, but Su 
Xiyan took an interest in that and I've been mostly staying far away from her operations and 
investigations unless she needs anything. Then I give her anything she wants right away, 

without question. Unless the question is: Ts this enough? Can I give you even more stuff? 


m 


"Probably wise. The Empress has a smile even more vicious than her husband." 


"Ha! They like that in each other! Then there's... there are some human cultivators who come 
to fight in the local bloodsport arenas sometimes, but that became rarer when Tianlang-Jun 
went against his ancestors and said that people have to want to be there to fight in those pits. I 
think some other rogue cultivators might live in the city as fortune tellers or mercenaries, but 
they look and act so much like demons that it's hard to tell even when they aren't in disguise. 
It's a... wide, wide world." 


"_JItis." 


Shang Qinghua leaned in closer. "What's with this line of questioning? Are you trying to hire 
a human cook? Just for me?" 


Mobei-Jun snorted. "Simple curiosity." 


"The food that you've been watching me eat was just too tempting for you, my king, I knew 
it! Well, don't think that you'll be able to hire away the Inner Palace cooks, because they're 
too loyal," Shang Qinghua said jokingly. "Ah, finding humans who are willing to live in the 
Demon Realm isn't easy, mostly because... you know... who wants to go live where 
everyone hates you even if the scenery is nice?" 


"You, apparently." 


Shang Qinghua laughed. "Yeah, they didn't like me very much back in the Human Realm 
either. I took my chances." 


"I am glad that you did." 

"... Yeah, me too, the benefits usually outweigh people trying to kill me." 
"It is impressive." 

"It is, isn't it? It's about time that someone around here noticed that!" 


Shang Qinghua never really knew what to do with Mobei-Jun's approval and affection. Much 
like genuine friendship from people who were so much more impressive than him, it didn't 
feel natural, like he was being tricked somehow. Like he would be a fool to truly believe in 
something so ridiculous. 


He felt like enough of a fool to believe it anyway. 


"Speaking of being courageous and adventurous, ah, maybe we should get take-out anyway? 
I have been checking all of my food for poison as well as I can, of course, all the fucking 
time, but there's... always some overpowered nonsense popping up to up the drama, 
potentially. How much do you trust everyone who has access to your kitchens not to poison 
me?" 


Mobei-Jun's smile dropped, then his eyes narrowed. "...We will make arrangements. I will 
speak to the steward again." 


"Thank you, my king." 


Chapter End Notes 


The "There's Only One Bed" trope not through matchmaking scheming but simply 
because Mobei-Jun is not good at household logistics. It didn't even occur to him to 
think about it until Shang Qinghua mentioned it. Tired brain eats thoughts. 
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Not one Northern King in the history of the Ice Palace had ever ordered a hot bath, or even a 
lukewarm bath, which Shang Qinghua realized directly before trying to have one. Thankfully, 
plenty of people who had married in and other guests had introduced the Northern Desert 
Clan to the concept of water that didn't give normal people hypothermia. Shang Qinghua only 
had to summon the steward and then the servants were fetching magical heated rocks and 
other artifacts, and making a steamy hot tub in Mobei-Jun's private bathing room. It was 
heavenly. 


Especially because Mobei-Jun was not in the room, so Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky 
could really, really relax. He stayed in the small pool until his fingers were wrinkled and his 
skin was pink. What was cold? He didn't know what cold was anymore! 


At least until he left the bathing room and had to hurry back to his luggage in the bedroom in 
a bathrobe and bare feet. "Ahhh! Cold floor! Cold floor! Cold floor!" he complained. "What 
the fuck!" 


Mobei-Jun laughed at him. 
"Asshole!" Shang Qinghua grumbled. 


"What happened to those prestigious planning skills?" Mobei-Jun called back from the other 
room. "Did the cunning Imperial Advisor somehow not foresee this situation?" 


"Stop being mean to me! You need more carpets!" The ice demon was sooo lucky that Shang 
Qinghua liked him when he was smiling and laughing, and also maybe when he was being 
mean and funny, too. And pretty much all the time, actually. 


This auspicious morning started his first full day in the northern kingdoms. He and Mobei- 
Jun enjoyed a leisurely breakfast. Then one of the Northern Desert Clan's best healers came 


to check on Mobei-Jun's already formerly broken arm and Elder Healer Dongmei proudly 
proclaimed that the young Northern King was healthier than ever, stronger than ever, but to 
also let it rest for a week or so. All while desperately trying not to side-eye the random 
human who had apparently moved into the king's apartments and, fairly obviously, into the 
king's bed. 


Shang Qinghua stared back at the elderly healer, stuck somewhere between misery and 
resentment. "Bro, I WISH that I was fucking your king," he thought. "J wish I was doing sexy 
things to your king that are way worse than whatever tame shit you probably think I'm 
doing." 


He was probably the first person, definitely the first human, to receive a personal tour of the 
Ice Palace from this proud Mobei-Jun. It was really impressive! Shang Qinghua made sure to 
compliment Mobei-Jun on the beauty of his palace, from the tall columns carved with the 
bestial forms of his ancestors to the walls of decorative historical tablets that seemed to have 
been made from different types of inlaid bone. He oohed and aahed over Mobei-Jun's own 
hunting trophies too, promising to extract every one of those stories by any means necessary 
from the smug ice demon, who demurred in the way of someone who was definitely going to 
happily allow it. There was no mistaking Mobei-Jun's pleasure in his home. 


There was also no mistaking the way that the servants and guards of the Ice Palace were 
lining up to take subtle peeks at the pair of them. Shang Qinghua caught their heads looking 
around corners and over balconies and up staircases, often hastily ducking away again when 
his head turned in their direction. One young servant, a snow leopard demon who couldn't 
have been much older than ten, was caught out in the open and waved hesitantly at him. 
Shang Qinghua waved back before a more senior servant scooped the child up and ran back 
out of sight. 


Shang Qinghua snickered. Mobei-Jun, who had caught the interaction, snorted as well. He let 
the interrupted conversation lapse, appearing thoughtful. 


Even some relations and other members of the Northern Desert Clan were coming up with 
obvious excuses to wander across their path, some of them claiming pure coincidence and 
demanding introduction, while others had heard unspecific "rumors" and had come for an 
introduction. Mobei-Jun said more or the same thing to all of them: "This is the Lord Advisor 
to the Demon Emperor. He is to be shown the utmost respect. Anyone who lays a finger on 
him will not live to regret it." 


Everyone of course bowed and said things like: "Of course, Mobei-Jun! Your will is our 
command." 


And then a lot of them would give Shang Qinghua confused and sometimes even vaguely 
disgusted looks, obviously thinking: "This guy? THIS guy? If I'd known that our king's tastes 
ran towards reasonably good-looking but still decidedly average human men, then I could 
have been more successfully manipulating him years ago." Shang Qinghua decided to take 
comfort in the fact that a not insignificant number of these bewildered noble demons or 
baffled demon warriors were probably coming to the conclusion that he (Shang Qinghua, 
formerly Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky) had to be just... really, incredibly, crazily 
good at fucking for Mobei-Jun to behave this way. 


A not insignificant number of demons in the Underground Palace believed the same thing. 
Years ago, Shang Qinghua and Su Xiyan had once spent a marvelous evening getting drunk 
and reading out a collection of rumors (courtesy of some of Shang Qinghua's assistants) 
regarding his apparent position as Tianlang-Jun's side-piece. That had been fun. Shang 
Qinghua made a mental note to organize a hangout with Su Xiyan and do that again. 


He really needed to think about something other than sex, though, because the middle of the 
Ice Palace was definitely not the place to get stupidly horny. 


He asked Mobei-Jun a series of questions about the history carved into the walls, which 
distracted him more than he had originally assumed it would, which was good. Mobei-Jun 
had always spoken more often and at greater length when discussing his kingdom, and today 
was no exception. 


The ice demon talked about the initial emergence of his inhuman ancestor from the Endless 
Abyss, the dissolving beast that had devoured the local animals and prehistoric spirits of the 
northern kingdoms to maintain a solid form, and about how this first "Northern King" had 
birthed children and then hungrily devoured them until being devoured in turn by its most 
successful offspring. It had been a "The king is dead. Long live the king who killed him and 
ate him!" situation. 


This vicious cycle of consumption had many thousands of years later, after the shift towards 
more humanoid forms, become the basis for the Northern Desert Clan's modern ascension 
rituals. It had changed significantly since then, of course. 


"The power was once taken by the next king," Mobei-Jun said, staring at a particular 
enchanted, carved, and inlaid bone tablet. "To do with as he pleased." 


Like all the others, the historical tablet was taller than Shang Qinghua. Unlike all the others, 
this one depicted a previous Northern King who had apparently been part tiger, part polar 
bear, part reindeer, part eagle, and part snowstorm. Maybe all of those things one at a time. 
Maybe everything all at once. The divinations into the past by the priestesses of the Caldera 
Temple, the spiritual leaders of the Northern Desert Clan, were apparently still unclear, partly 
because there was serious risk of going mad. Maybe the true answer was actually both of 
those options just at different times. 


"Now the Northern Kings... the Lords of the Northern Desert... are not unlike mere vessels 
for the ancestral power," Mobei-Jun said lowly, even though this beautiful hall of the Ice 
Palace was still empty for now. "The responsibility is now to bear it, to maintain the 
kingdom, and then to pass the power along." 


Shang Qinghua swallowed his fear and said, "You, ah, sound a little bitter about that...?" 


"What is the Northern Desert? What is the heart of Northern Desert Clan? What must be 
maintained?" 


"Good questions." 


"Every voice will offer a different answer... and some act as though it is more important to 
preserve the ancient stone of the Ice Palace at all costs than it is to keep the roof from 
collapsing." 


Shang Qinghua laughed. "Ha, I know that trouble! I ran into that a lot on An Ding Peak: 'Oh, 
these wooden boards were from a special kind of spiritual tree that's extinct now, we can't 
possibly get rid of them!' Well, they have termites! They have fucking termites, so the 
building has to go." 


Mobei-Jun huffed. 


"I ran into it even more in the Underground Palace, though, because every change I tried to 
make was tainted by me being human and therefore suspicious. No, I'm not trying to 
orchestrate the fall and destruction of the Saintly House just because I'm having some 
servants move the cursed musical instrument into storage; I don't care why some previous 
emperor had a cursed magical instrument room. It was for, uh, torturing people, by the way." 


"Yes, I have heard the stories," Mobei-Jun said with a nod. Then he scowled. "My father was 
often selfish with his power, but he had his own principles when it came to maintaining the 
glory of the Northern Desert Clan. His idea of maintenance eventually led to his death and 
the near-destruction of the clan." 


"... Yeah, that was... scary." 


"Some do not like the fact that I have bowed again to the returning Emperor, as several 
Northern Kings before me have done to preserve the clan. More than I expected... do not 
care... as long as their lives continue relatively unimpeded." 


"Well, people do love a situation where they don't actually have to do anything or change in 
any way. It's everyone's favorite thing, really." 


Mobei-Jun huffed a laugh again. "Indeed." 


"Except for when they get to tell someone else to do something for them. They love that even 
more." 


"Of course." 


Shang Qinghua thought back to the version of Mobei-Jun of Proud Immortal Demon Way, 
who had bowed before Luo Binghe rather than be broken. Who had taken some apparent 
pleasure in causing chaos on the new Demon Emperor's behalf, but had also remained largely 
silent, inoffensive, keeping to the mandate to hold on to his family's power and pass it along 
someday. Someday. Though, that version or Mobei-Jun had never married nor had any 
children. 


"There's no talk of rebellion in the Ice Palace anymore? Of revenge?" Shang Qinghua asked 
curiously. 


He knew that there had been. The sudden transition within this clan, the power shift within 
all the northern clans, hadn't been easy on the new Northern King. Mobei-Jun had handled 
most of those brutal conflicts personally, then informed the Underground Palace afterwards, 
if at all. If the Underground Palace had sent him a message that said, "Hey, so we've been 
hearing a few things from this clan of yours that we don't like," then Mobei-Jun had sent a 
message back saying, "T'U deal with it," and he had. 


"Some still talk of such things, though the matter is... largely settled, for the most part, as 
those who have not challenged me directly are permanently discontented and yet also lazy," 
Mobei-Jun admitted begrudgingly. "Not knowingly in my hearing, but the servants hear 
much. Some cousins were close to those who were killed. Some others lost children or 
parents. Some of my late elder siblings also had wives, who are now widows." 


"Love matches?" 

"No." 

"Ha ha, I didn't think so. They're just upset about losing their way to the top?" 
Mes VOSS 


"Hm, yes, I read a report on that at some point, I think, but... there wasn't anything about 
their children? Is that something that you have to worry about in the future?" 


Mobei-Jun was silent for a long time. Like, a worryingly long time, and with the way that he 
glanced towards Shang Qinghua, he obviously knew that it was really suspicious. Was there a 
niece or a nephew still out there for Mobei-Jun? 


"No, there were never any children for long," Mobei-Jun said finally. "Demons are... 
apparently less fertile than humans..." 


"Ah, yes, I've heard of this. I asked the imperial healers once. Difficulties caused by the 
naturally forming cores of demonic energy that grant all demons their inherent physical and 
spiritual power, right?" 


"Yes." 


Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky didn't remember why he had originally included the 
detail of demons having fertility issues, or if he'd just been trying to up to word count that 
day. He assumed that it had probably had something to do with explaining why the powerful 
warriors of the Demon Realm hadn't just completely flattened the significantly larger Human 
Realm already. The other possibility was that it had been a sad attempt to explain why there 
were so many aphrodisiac plot devices everywhere in Proud Immortal Demon Way. People 
had needs! Necessity drove creativity! 


"You know, a lot of cultivators actually have their own troubles with that," he said. This was 
something he'd learned about in this lifetime, totally unintentional on his part. "Something 
about that same kind of cultivation and semi-immortality throwing everything off in the 
body." 


Mobei-Jun didn't look like he cared too much. "Hm. My father's children who survived to 
adulthood often had mothers who were powerful or secretive or clever. It may be that my 
surviving brothers then put too much faith in my uncle's affection to be blessed with healthy 
children... and the common difficulties among all demons disguised any potential sabotage 
for a long time." 


"Oh. Linguang-Jun?" 

"I suspect he may have had a hand in such things, yes. I cannot... discount the possibility." 
"Fucking yikes." 

"Yes." 


They stared at the inlaid bone tablet some more, rather than at each other. Shang Qinghua 
was going to have the damn thing memorized at this rate. 


"...Do you want children?" 
Mobei-Jun turned to look at him again. 


Shang Qinghua tried not to carry too much guilt over the shit that he'd written. Nothing in 
this world was his fault! He hadn't known any of it would be real! He'd just been trying to 
write a cool story and then he'd just been trying to pay his fucking rent; if he had to take 
responsibility for this world, then every person who'd ever recklessly, obliviously written 
anything at all was equally fucked. The System was gone now and if people in this world 
kept choosing to make shitty decisions, then that was on them. 


But now that he knew Mobei-Jun as a person rather than a character... sometimes it was 
impossible to prevent that twinge of regret. That little wiggle. That tiny flash of existential 
horror. That fleeting thought of: "Oh, fuck, I kind of ruined your life." 


"No," Mobei-Jun said finally. "I do not want children of my own. Though according to a 
great many family members, I have no choice in the matter." 


Shang Qinghua's heart felt like it turned over in his chest. In a bad way. Knocking everything 
over as it flailed pathetically. "Ah, so you're going to...?" 


"No. The power has often passed from a king to a sibling, a sibling's child, or a cousin. There 
is a long history of sons challenging their fathers unwisely or otherwise getting themselves 
killed, leaving no direct heir." Mobei-Jun gestured towards another massive bone tablet on 
the opposite wall, apparently of a swarm of bestial demons devouring each other. One 
appeared to be biting its own tail in the chaos. "The blood passes on by other means if 
necessary." 


The relief at Mobei-Jun's answer felt like a fucking drug. If Shang Qinghua could bottle this 
feeling and sell it to other people, then he could have made himself another fortune. 


"And yourself?" Mobei-Jun asked. 


"Ha! Fuck, no," Shang Qinghua replied, before he could help it. "No. No, the closest thing I 
have is Binghe, I guess, the little prince. He's fun to play with for a little while and then give 
back to his Granny when he gets whiny. That's... more than enough." 


"Why?" 


"I don't know. I've never really found babies that cute, ha ha! My parents, ah, didn't really 
want to be parents. Or married. At least not married to each other and parents to me..." 


His first set of birth parents had been much happier divorced. His mother had remarried to a 
man with adult children, who didn't need any more raising, and his father had started a do- 
over family with a much younger wife to do all the childcare. His second set of birth parents' 
marriage had been at its happiest when they were working and ignoring each other. 


"My father was too busy for such things," Mobei-Jun agreed disdainfully. 


Shang Qinghua nodded. "The whole ‘children of my blood' bullshit definitely wasn't 
something that I wanted enough to seek it out. There are more than enough children who 
aren't really actually happily wanted by their parents in the world; I don't have to add to it." 


In his past life, it wasn't something he could have afforded to do on his own, even if he'd 
actually wanted it. (He hadn't.) If his life has taken a different, more traditional track - 
thereby giving his parents different things to complain about, since them being proud of him 
had probably been impossible if he'd given enough of a shit to actually try - if he'd been 
successful, if he'd met someone, then maybe he might have blindly continued the family 
tradition of fucking up some poor kid. 


In this life... Transmigration had thrown everything off. It had probably fucked him up 
irreparably, as a person, and if he kept up this line of thought about whether or not the 
children would actually be real people (if anyone in this world was a real person), then he 
was definitely going to have another existential crisis. Transmigration had turned a shaky 
"Not really? I have bills to pay and anime to watch, you know!" into a "FUCK, no! Children 
are definitely a really bad idea!" 


"What about you? Any particular reason why you're not feeling the urge to have your own 
little ice demons?" Shang Qinghua asked. "Or, aha, are you just pissing off your opinionated 
elders relatives because you can? Spite is good. That's fine." 


Mobei-Jun snorted, then said, "Kings have many enemies and young children are easily 
killed." 


"Ah, yeah, that's a problem." 


"Multiple children may mean inevitable infighting for the inheritance," Mobei-Jun continued, 
definitely speaking with the voice of experience. "Especially when having children requires 
the taking of a partner, perhaps more than one, who may have their own ambitions and 
loyalties." 


"Very sensible, my king." 


Shang Qinghua carefully didn't say, "Wow, Linguang-Jun and the previous Mobei-Jun did a 
fucking number on you, huh? We're almost perfectly matched." 


"Unless you kill the partner," Mobei-Jun said thoughtfully, and Shang Qinghua burst out 
laughing. Mobei-Jun smirked. 


"What, the praying mantis demons are just too inspiring, my king? Which type of succubus 
demon did you decide had it all figured out? Or are these some old family traditions you're 
looking to bring back into these modern times?" 


"Hardly." 
"Ha." 


After a moment of silence, Mobei-Jun added, "Beyond those reasons, I have also never 
wanted to have a child of my own body. Not happily. Not for itself. I cannot freely want 
without consideration for the fact that I am the Northern King." 


"That was what your shitty father did." 
"Yes." 


"...I think that I might have asked you this already, but... is there anything that you want for 
yourself that you can't have because you're Mobei-Jun?" Shang Qinghua had to force himself 
to keep his eyes on Mobei-Jun's face this time. 


Mobei-Jun stared back at him evenly. "...No," he said finally. "The things I may want that I 
do not have would be out of my reach for different reasons." 


"That's good," Shang Qinghua said weakly. He couldn't remember exactly what Mobei-Jun 
had said earlier to compare the answers. He cleared his throat. "You're going to have to pick a 
cousin eventually, then, huh? Any ideas?" 


Mobei-Jun looked away. "Yes. I will... speak to you about the matter later." 


"Really? Ah, sure, sure, I'd be honored and all that... gratitude," Shang Qinghua said, 
ignoring the way that Mobei-Jun gave him an amused look. "If it... if it helps at all, my 
king... I think you're doing a really good job as the Northern King and as the Lord of the 
Northern Desert." 


"...Thank you." 
"I know way more incompetent demon lords, for sure." 


Mobei-Jun laughed, surprised. There was a warm pleasure on his face and in his eyes that 
was much too much for this poor human's shriveled heart. 


"Shall we, ah, continue on with our tour? I'd like to see more of this very impressive 
kingdom! I also think the servants and guards waiting for us at the far ends of this hallway 
are starting to get nervous." 


Mobei-Jun nodded and started to move away, his hand on Shang Qinghua's back pulling him 
along. "I will show you the light catchers. Crystals and ice shaped by the demons of my clan 
can be used to amplify light throughout the palace and create artistic displays... when there is 
light to catch. There is one that has been designed to paint a southern forest on the walls." 


"Are you serious? I don't think I've ever heard of this! We have some mirrored light in the 
Underground Palace, but I don't think it's ever really been used artistically... except maybe to 
shine a light on other artistic works." 


"There are some light catchers and light paintings in the Cold Palace. You may see them 
when we return to the Heavenly Valley, if you wish." 


Shang Qinghua had never been treated to such a welcome and such hospitality in all his life. 
Either of them. In the Underground Palace, he lived a life of privilege and luxury, to be sure, 
but he generally had to make his own arrangements to spoil himself unless he wanted to leave 
the planning to the Demon Emperor. And saying, "J don't really know what to do on 
vacation! Surprise me!" to Tianlang-Jun had been a real nightmare that Shang Qinghua had 
had one time. 


He wouldn't say it to Mobei-Jun's face, but he had honestly not expected the ice demon to be 
such a good host. Solutions were quickly found to all logistical hiccups by Mobei-Jun's loyal 
servants, so Shang Qinghua could spend most of his time being personally carted around by 
their king to enjoy some of the famous natural and artificial wonders of the northern 
kingdoms. 


With his super cool powers that this author definitely didn't regret giving his favorite 
character, Mobei-Jun took Shang Qinghua away to see Abyssal Lake, which was said to be 
the deepest reaching body of fresh water in the world. The water was frighteningly clear and 
outrageously blue, a long way down, before dropping off into complete darkness. The lake 
was so far north that it was mostly still frozen. Shang Qinghua clinged shamelessly to Mobei- 
Jun's arm as they carefully walked across it. 


"You can fly," Mobei-Jun said amusedly. 


"I still don't want to fall into water that's cold enough to send me into shock! An ice demon 
will have never heard about that, I know, but it happens!" 


"The ice is very thick. You're not heavy enough to break it." Mobei-Jun then suddenly pulled 
his arm free and pushed Shang Qinghua so that he slid across the ice, a few arm's lengths 
away. 


Shang Qinghua shrieked, arms moving like windmills, and just barely managed to stay on his 
feet. "WHAT THE FUCK?!" 


Mobei-Jun laughed at him. 


"I'm going to take you to a tropical beach and laugh at you while you melt!” Shang Qinghua 
yelled at him. He summoned his sword and hastily stepped onto it, putting his hands on his 


hips, rising up so that he was taller than Mobei-Jun. "Don't test me on this!" 


Mobei-Jun did not look intimidated. He instead looked fascinated by the flying sword that 
Shang Qinghua was standing on, stepping forward to actually poke at it with his finger. He 
then put a hand on the handle and pushed gently, and Shang Qinghua went with the motion 
because it was easier than resisting the force. He sighed and crouched down on his sword, 
bringing them closer together again. 


"My king, what are you doing?" 


"For all my power, I am not able to fly. There were some ancient Northern Kings with wings, 
by the creatures that they ate, in the time before humans, but I do not know if any of them 
were truly able to fly." 


"Oh. Well, do you want to?" 


Mobei-Jun's expression was dubious. It was true that he was stupidly tall and broad, and that 
there wasn't much room on Shang Qinghua's glowing sword, but the doubt was still hurtful! 


"I could lift you! Do you know how much crap I had to carry on An Ding Peak? I'm strong!" 
Shang Qinghua stood up again and flexed his arms, which did absolutely nothing with the 
heavy, fur-lined coat (a gift from Mobei-Jun) that he was wearing to stay warm. "Come on, 
I'll prove it!" 


Mobei-Jun snorted, but after Shang Qinghua flew around him in circles a few times 
(jokingly! jokingly!) calling him a coward, he eventually accepted the offered hand. It took 
Shang Qinghua a couple minutes to adjust to the (not insignificant!) weight of another 
person. It also took him a great deal of internal strength to adjust to Mobei-Jun essentially 
pressed up against his back and holding on to him. He was being cool about it, though! So 
cool! 


They climbed up into the sky in wide, slow circles. "The scenic route!" Shang Qinghua called 
it. "For inexperienced beginners! Ow, ow, ow! Do you want to fall off?!" 


Mobei-Jun had grabbed his ear and pulled in retaliation. Not harshly! But still! 


Jetting straight up was a good way to lose your cargo and also yourself, no matter how cool it 
looked when Xian Shu or Ku Xing Peak were putting on their stunt flying shows, and there 
was always at least one junior cultivator at Cang Qiong Mountain Sect who made the mistake 
every year. Shang Qinghua explained this to Mobei-Jun and talked (complained) all about 
how An Ding Peak had often been the ones to put up the safety nets for these lessons. 


The slow climb kept things steady and peaceful, though the air got colder and the wind got 
stronger the higher they went. Mobei-Jun's grip on Shang Qinghua's waist also got 
uncomfortably tighter. 


"Ah, that's a little too tight, my king! If you go down, I'm sure that I'm going down with you, 
even if you're not gripping me quite so hard!" Shang Qinghua called over the wind. 


"Shut up," Mobei-Jun said, but he did loosen his grip slightly. "Your hair ribbon is in my 
face." 


"Well, too bad! It's either that or all of my hair, and that's going to be worse." 


Soon, they were moving in enormous, lazy loops without going up or down, with a bird's eye 
view of the Abyssal Lake and all the surrounding pine forests and snowy mountain peaks. 
The Demon Realm could be harsh and unforgiving, but it wasn't all like the southern wastes 
up against much of the Realm Borders, which heavily colored human perceptions of their 
neighbors' landscapes. This was so beautiful that it almost didn't look real to him, but it was. 


Sights like these made the whole shitty transmigration process feel worth it. He was as free as 
a bird now! 


Shang Qinghua stretched out his arms and glided along with the wind at their backs. They 
weren't anywhere near the clouds, but he could definitely see some small demonic birds 
flying below them, mostly between the trees. 


After a few minutes, Mobei-Jun squeezed his waist and said, "Down." 


"Whatever happened to ‘please'?" Shang Qinghua grumbled, but he generously started a new 
long and wide spiral downwards. 


It took them several minutes to slowly reach ground level again. Shang Qinghua put them 
down on one of the snowy banks of the Abyssal Lake, where he and Mobei-Jun had started 
their walk across the ice. He wasn't expecting Mobei-Jun to stiffly step off the landed sword, 
release his waist, and then immediately sit down on the icy pebbles of the shore. Mobei-Jun 
even put his head between his knees. 


Shang Qinghua stared, then crouched down next to him. "Ha ha, didn't like that, my king? It's 
fine! It's not for everyone! Do you want to hear how many jokes I know about cultivators 
who are scared of heights?" 


"No." Mobei-Jun took a deep breath. "The height was... unexpected... but the view was 
spectacular. I am simply... unused to being carried along by another's power." 


"Ah." Shang Qinghua supposed that such a thing had probably always been very bad in 
Mobei-Jun's experience. 


"I will adjust." 
"You don't have to..." 
"I will adjust," Mobei-Jun insisted. 


"Sure! Sure, if you say so! We can try that again sometime, maybe somewhere else? Maybe 
not quite so high next time...?" 


"Shang Qinghua?" 


"Yes?" 
"Shut up." 


Shang Qinghua laughed and sat down next to Mobei-Jun, enjoying the... humanizing 
moment. "I bet flying over the Dawn Plains or the Northern Desert... or even the White Sea 
or the Ice Valley could be fun! I might even be the first cultivator to conquer the sky in some 
places!" 


"Not the Ice Valley." 
"What?" 


Mobei-Jun lifted his head and gave him an amused look. "The local birds will knock you out 
of the air and eat you." 


"Oh, yeah." 


Shang Qinghua sighed and stretched out his arms and legs. He could still feel Mobei-Jun's 
hands on his waist and he was not thinking about it. 


"That was nice! I don't get to fly a lot in the Heavenly Valley, except for a few times with Su 
Xiyan, which sucks because it's maybe one of my favorite parts of being a cultivator." He 
was glad that he'd written it in, even if he had opinions on what flight did to the 
worldbuilding and pacing. 


They did end up traveling to the Ice Valley, where they watched the killer demonic birds from 
a safe distance. Some of them looked big enough to carry Shang Qinghua off if they were 
feeling peckish. 


They also went to visit the mountains that were called the Teeth of the World, where Shang 
Qinghua got to visit the peak without actually having to climb it or even fly up, thanks to 
Mobei-Jun's powers. As a younger man, Mobei-Jun had climbed to the top for the fun and 
challenge of it, using his shadow-stepping powers to speedrun the course, and now Shang 
Qinghua reaped the benefits by nearly having a panic attack due to the thinness of the air! 
The view was pretty spectacular, though. 


They also went all the way to the Caldera Temple, so that Shang Qinghua could see the point 
where Mobei-Jun's ancestor had emerged from the Endless Abyss, and Mobei-Jun ended up 
having to kill a mutated Armored Bear that had been bothering the local priests and 
priestesses. 


Mobei-Jun brought the beast's corpse back to the Ice Palace, where he officially presented the 
dead Armored Bear as a gift to Shang Qinghua in front of his court. Shang Qinghua made 
sure to admire how big it was (it was three times the size of what he had thought a bear was) 
and how sharp its claws were (what the fuck, what the fuck). Watching Mobei-Jun fight it had 
been cool as fuck and also terrifying, so Shang Qinghua valued the experience more than the 


materials, and eagerly handed the trophy off for the Ice Palace servants to make something 
useful out of it. 


Some of the Northern Desert Clan demons stared at Shang Qinghua with open envy or 
disbelief the entire time. That was also nice. Dangerous! But nice! 


It wasn't all play and no work, though. Mobei-Jun did have a kingdom to run and a not 
insignificant amount of backlog of minor bullshit from his time stuck in the Underground 
Palace. With no Inner Palace to hide in, unless he wanted to laze around in Mobei-Jun's 
rooms, Shang Qinghua obediently followed the Northern King around on all of his official 
business. 


What was he supposed to do in this situation? Not comment on it when someone was offering 
Mobei-Jun bad advice or repeating blatant lies? 


Frankly, it would have been rude not to lean over and whisper the truth into Mobei-Jun's ear 
when he was sitting right next to the man! Though, admittedly, this had started because 
Shang Qinghua had burst out laughing when he heard a snow monkey demon messenger 
claim that his lord just couldn't pay back the lake towns in one of Mobei-Jun's territories, all 
because a beast had broken into the storehouses and eaten the Giant Ice Carps there, and 
demanding so much would ruin them. 


"Ah, really? Then why is your lord trying to sell that meat as a delicacy in the Heavenly 
Valley?" Shang Qinghua asked. "My king, remember those reports I showed you back at the 
Underground Palace?" 


The messenger, whose fur had been bristling at the insult, immediately looked horrified. He 
quailed under Mobei-Jun's disapproving glare and swore upon his life that he was only 
repeating what his lord had told him to say. Shang Qinghua still remembered some of the 
figures from that report, which Mobei-Jun's stewards wrote down eagerly, and he promised to 
help them write a request to the Underground Ministry for further information. 


It didn't take much to get the stewards to start handing over the good stuff so that Shang 
Qinghua could become directly acquainted with the correspondence and the accounts. Some 
of the staff looked nervously towards Mobei-Jun at such a trespass, but Mobei-Jun obviously 
found it funny. 


"Ooh, you don't want to be getting this stuff from the Flesh-Eating Bamboo Clan, they only 
sell the low quality product to outsiders. Let me write you a letter of introduction to the 
Quicksand Grass Clan instead and see what we can do," Shang Qinghua would say to them. 
Some were skeptical, while others were soon hanging on to his every word. 


"Didn't they promise us ten crates of tribute here?" and "My king, I'm fairly certain that your 
great-uncle has knowingly crossed the boundary between clan lands, unless he somehow 
missed the river that he would have needed to cross to get to that part of the plains," barely 
counted as work in Shang Qinghua's opinion. It was totally unwarranted for him to receive a 
missive from the Empress within the week, out of nowhere, passed to him directly from the 
hands of the wind demon messenger called Shuang Yun, which simply said: "You were meant 
to stop working, Qinghua." 


"Oh, come on! She had to know that this would happen!" Shang Qinghua cried, outraged at 
having been so nearly caught. "I didn't even ask what was going on over there. I'm not even 
really working, I'm just... consulting! I'm just talking to people." 


Mobei-Jun smirked at him and promptly dragged him away from the accounting work he'd 
been doing with one of the Summer Palace steward's assistants. (Shang Qinghua was going to 
teach these people better financial checks if it killed him.) The poor hawk demon looked like 
she was going to cry due to being suddenly abandoned to continue the accounts on her own! 
Ah, well, that was her problem now! Too bad! 


Shang Qinghua was being forced back on vacation, apparently. 


He and Mobei-Jun visited the Dawn Plains and flew over one of the man-eating takhi herds 
together, which Shang Qinghua hesitated to call relaxing for either of them by any measure. 
But they did it! Shang Qinghua was laughing with adrenaline by the end of it and the sunset 
they watched later over the plains turned the sky into a rainbow of colors. 


Shang Qinghua did get served some demonic delicacies that would have either killed him or 
forced him to spend a very unhappy night next to a pot upon their return, but it was unclear 
whether or not this was a real poisoning attempt or the palace cook genuinely trying to 
impress him as they claimed. The steward handled the staff. Shang Qinghua would have 
survived a night without food, or by roasting whatever raw ingredients he could scavenge 
from the kitchens, but Mobei-Jun disappeared and somehow came back shortly with take-out 
noodles. 


"Holy shit! Did you go to the Human Realm? You really did it?! Some poor human cook 
probably got the fright of their life and I don't care at all! Hand it over!" 


Mobei-Jun handed over the cheap bowl and Shang Qinghua savored it like it was the food of 
the gods. He seemed to find such enjoyment amusing. He brushed off all of Shang Qinghua's 
skepticism that Mobei-Jun had received equal amounts of overkill hospitality at the 
Underground Palace. This was too much. 


"You underestimate yourself," Mobei-Jun said. "This is only fair." 


"You're spoiling me," Shang Qinghua complained happily. "It wasn't that urgent! I can 
actually cook for myself, you know, if necessary. I did it a lot on An Ding Peak and in the 
Underground Palace before I hired a human cook." 


"You should not need to do such things here," Mobei-Jun insisted, like he couldn't fathom 
why anyone would willingly cook meals and find it fun. 


"It's not that bad! I just don't have the time or attention for anything complicated most of the 
time... holy shit, I miss real blenders... doing everything by hand is a nightmare. My king, 
you should learn to cook!" Shang Qinghua said teasingly. "I hear it can be a relaxing hobby!" 


Mobei-Jun rolled his eyes. "Eat." 


The watchful gaze was more than a little intense. Shang Qinghua irrationally felt a little bit 
like a poor farm animal unknowingly being, if not fattened up, then being led towards some 
horrible fate. Kind of. It was weird. It was nice, but it was weird. 


"Seriously, what's with all this nice food? What's with the gifts? It's not a competition 
between us, my king!" Shang Qinghua complained. "How am I supposed to return the favor 
now that we're no longer in the Underground Palace?" 


There was now a dedicated space in Mobei-Jun's closet for his clothes, which was only 
increasing, because of all the winter gear that Shang Qinghua had been receiving incessantly 
as gifts. Light coat. Light heavy coat. Heavy coat. Light cloak. Heavy cloak. Scarves. Boots. 
Gloves. A furred hat. And so on! All of which were in Northern Desert Clan colors, 
presumably hastily repurposed and resized by the Ice Palace staff. And he was apparently 
going to get another fancy coat from the Armored Bear that Mobei-Jun had killed. 


"There is no need for repayment," Mobei-Jun said unhelpfully. 


Shang Qinghua groaned. "Was this what it was like when you were in the Underground 
Palace?" 


He was starting to feel like a kept man and he didn't know what to do with the fact that he 
kind of liked it. He would have liked it more if he'd had easier access to all his own resources, 
though, so he could go back to returning the favor and unload some of this disgusting 
affection overflowing in his chest. Relationships were about balance! 


"Yes, the Underground Palace was like this," Mobei-Jun said. "This is payback." 
Shang Qinghua gaped at him. "It was not! You spent the first months not enjoying following 
me around at all, I know it! Shit, I was a bad host, wasn't I? I should have done better. I 


should have taken actual time off and we could have gone around the Heavenly Valley 
together." 


"Later," Mobei-Jun said. "Someone is trying to kill you there." 
"I could have still done better!" 

"No one is perfect." 

"My king, stop teasing me." 


Mobei-Jun hummed ambiguously. "While you are an honored guest in this palace, you may 
make any request within reason and it shall be yours." 


"What does that mean? What's 'within reason'?" Shang Qinghua said weakly. His heart wasn't 
made to do these kinds of flips, but here it was, behaving like a dying fish. Flop. Flop. Flop. 


"What does the Lord Advisor deem reasonable?" 


"Don't turn the question back on me!" 


"What does the Lord Advisor deem unreasonable? As the representative of the Emperor, is it 
not your prerogative to make outrageous requests?" Mobei-Jun said, with a deceptively even 
voice for someone who was obviously teasing again. "Shall we ask him what he considers 
impertinent and overstepping?" 


"I should call your bluff," Shang Qinghua grumbled. "Sure, let's bring Tianlang-Jun into this 
again, I'm sure that you really want to do that, my king." 


Mobei-Jun smiled, wide and vicious, leaning forward across the table. "What do you want, 
Shang Qinghua? What is unreasonable in the eyes of the human cultivator who came to the 
Demon Realm to crown a human Demon Empress and set himself up beside the Saintly 
Throne with the Emperor's ear?" 


"Ah..." Shang Qinghua's face was heating up again and his heart thrashed. "Well, when you 
put it that way, I'll have to think hard to come up with something really good." 


"Do so," Mobei-Jun said like an order, sitting back again, obvious smile fading. 


An outrageous request did immediately come to mind, of course. It had been a daydream in 
this poor author's mind throughout multiple lifetimes. It had gained a little more weight after 
he had finally met Mobei-Jun, then after he had moved to the Demon Realm and saved 
Mobei-Jun's life for a second time. The request had been forming into something that sat 
directly on his tongue from the first moment Mobei-Jun had actually smiled at him. 


But it was too important to just blurt out by accident. 
Wasn't it? 


"You should take your medicine and meditate before you go to sleep, my king," Shang 
Qinghua said, instead of anything unreasonable. "You took us to the Dawn Plains and back, 
then went all the way to the Human Realm for no good reason? I don't want you to wake up 
tomorrow morning in pain that could be avoided!" 


Mobei-Jun's expression was still for several seconds, before he nodded. Was that... 
disappointment? Was Shang Qinghua imagining his own disappointment on the man's face? 
He was living with the man. He was sleeping in the same bed. But... a precedent had been set 
by Tianlang-Jun pushing them together and Mobei-Jun was obviously not good at certain 
types of logistics; it was practical to keep Shang Qinghua in reach when his own life 
depended on guarding his body in a serious, non-sexy way. Another version of Mobei-Jun in 
Proud Immortal Demon Way had put up with and encouraged a lot of stupid shit to survive 
Luo Binghe. 


"I never really expected to have as much as I do now," Shang Qinghua said, forcing the 
words out. "Sometimes, it just doesn't feel real, you know? Like this shouldn't be happening 
to me." 


Mobei-Jun slowly put down his cup. "...I understand the feeling." 


"Really?" 


"It often seemed... unlikely that I would ascend to my current position." 


"But you were at least always a prince! I was... I was supposed to be someone completely 
different!" Shang Qinghua cried. "Sorry, my king, sorry. I know that it wasn't easy for you at 
all! But you could at least see the path forward, right? The steps were clear even if they were 
steep! I don't know where I'm going at all. I'm not supposed to be here." 


"...You are meant to be where you are as much as anyone is meant to be where they are," 
Mobei-Jun replied slowly. "If I was intended to be the Northern King, then you were intended 
to be here, with me, as well." 


That was so wrong. Shang Qinghua didn't know where to begin. How could he begin to 
explain shitty stallion novel tropes and transmigration systems to this man? 


Shang Qinghua shook his head and sighed. "That's not really what I mean." 
"You fought for what you have as much as I did." 


"Aha, I won't deny that! I worked so hard! And I think that I deserve nice things after 
working so hard! But there are some things that are... ah... not so easy to request that 
someone deliver to your feet. I have everything that I wanted when... when I was younger... 
right now. Well, not everything, I don't have the powers of a heavenly demon or anything, but 
I'm not sure that I want that anymore. That seems like a lot of trouble." 


"...What did you want?" 


"Oh, you know, the usual things that a kid leaving home to desperately make his own way to 
a cultivation sect wants." Shang Qinghua gestured at the table. "Good food. A soft bed and a 
nice roof over my head. Less pathetically: absurd wealth, great power, exquisite luxury, a 
front row seat to watching my enemies beg for mercy, that sort of thing." 


Mobei-Jun looked thoughtful rather than amused. "That is not dissimilar to my own desires." 


"And I have all of that now! Which means that I should be happy! I have it so much better 
than the majority of people in this world! I am happy!" 


"Are you?" 
Shang Qinghua took a deep breath and then slumped in his seat. "I should be." 
"Qinghua." 


"I am most of the time. I really do like my life a lot and I'm grateful to have it. There's no real 
reason to complain, except for the fact that a lot of people out there apparently hate me 
enough to try to have me killed at ridiculous expense to themselves. That's really bad. That 
kind of hurts my feelings, actually, a lot, even if I don't care what the haters think." 


"Shang Qinghua," Mobei-Jun said, more forcefully. "What do you want?" 


"I'm getting there! It's just... embarrassing? Because it's one of those things that I kind of 
thought that I was too good for, actually? Like I was smarter than that! Like everyone else in 
the world was crazy for something that I'd figured out wasn't actually worth it. Everyone else 
was being stupid and I was doing the right thing by staying out of it, because the fruit can't go 
bad if you just don't buy it, so I didn't buy it." 


"You want... fruit." 
"I'm not actually talking about fruit! I can buy fruit!" 
"...Then explain better.” 


Shang Qinghua took another deep breath. "Ahhh, it was also one of those things that I... kind 
of thought that I wasn't good enough for, so there was no point in trying too hard? If it was 
honestly fated, then it would happen somehow, right? If I didn't have everything that I have 
right now, then I wouldn't be that impressive, and I don't want someone who only wants what 
I have, but who wants someone who isn't impressive and doesn't have anything worth 
offering? I have so much good fortune that I should just be grateful that I'm not starving in a 
ditch." 


If he'd known as a bitter, resentful disciple of An Ding Peak that he could have the life that he 
had now, he probably would have been willing to kill someone for it. Ten years ago, he might 
have been willing to swear off ever wanting anything else for it. 


"You want someone?" 
".... want to be in love," Shang Qinghua admitted hoarsely. 


It felt like a joke. Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky, a lifetime and another world later, 
wanting something as simple and impossible and stupid and easy as love. He felt like a joke. 
He already regretted saying anything, holy shit, how could he have let something so childish 
and weak leave his lips? 


He wasn't even sure that he believed in love. He wasn't sure that he believed that he was 
capable of real, lasting love. 


But... the guards who worked in the Inner Palace managed it, as did the cooks in the 
kitchens, and Granny Luo and Captain Qiang slowly working up to being middle-aged, 
previously no-name characters in love. People all over the Imperial City and the Demon 
Realm fell in love all the time and some of them actually managed to stay there. Both of 
Shang Qinghua's personal assistants had fucking managed it somehow, with an easily 
flustered human tutor and with Zhuzhi-Fucking-Lang. 


Despite being cynical and jaded and bitter and too smart for their own good, Tianlang-Jun 
and Su Xiyan had managed it somehow. Oh, they had their arguments. Shang Qinghua had 
unwillingly personally mediated several extremely serious arguments and Zhuzhi-Lang had 
usually been no fucking help at all. But Shang Qinghua wasn't naive enough to believe that a 
functional marriage, imperial or otherwise, could operate without conflict and 


communication, and Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan seemed determined to do their best by each 
other, in their own weird and kind of scary ways, which was all that anyone could ask for. 


Mobei-Jun was staring at him with wide eyes and... Shang Qinghua couldn't meet them right 
now. 


"And, ah, I don't want it to be something that anyone gets forced into doing," he added 
awkwardly. "Which, you know, is kind of difficult in the position that I've put myself in. I'm 
not so desperate as to start bribing people with my wealth and influence yet to just pretend." 


Mobei-Jun stood up and came around the table, so quickly that Shang Qinghua reflexively 
startled backwards. His heart transformed from a fish into a rabbit and started running away 
from him. 


"My king-?" Shang Qinghua's voice went up embarrassingly high as Mobei-Jun kneeled 
down beside him. 


And then Mobei-Jun took his face in both hands and kissed him fiercely. Wow. Either this 
was really happening or he was just having a really nice daydream that had happened to have 
way too much conversational foreplay, so Shang Qinghua hastily did his best to scoot into a 
better position and kiss Mobei-Jun back. 


When was the last time that he'd actually kissed someone? He'd made some youthful 
mistakes back at Cang Qiong Mountain Sect, some of which had been pretty nice mistakes, 
but none of them compared to the sheer overwhelming happiness involved in this kiss. Shang 
Qinghua grabbed the front of Mobei-Jun's robes, and pulled himself up eagerly as he pulled 
Mobei-Jun down, and Mobei-Jun hungrily followed the request. 


"I fucking knew it!" Shang Qinghua thought, with the breathless relief and embarrassment of 
someone who probably should have known it better months ago. He'd seen things. He'd 
hoped, but he'd been far too cowardly to take this final leap, when he felt like he should have 
grateful for the miracle of friendship. 


"Holy shit, we could have been doing this ages ago, couldn't we?" 


"Shut up," Mobei-Jun said, and kissed him again, which was an extremely persuasive 
argument. Excellent points. 


His lips were cooler than a human's, hungry and demanding, but Shang Qinghua was into that 
shit, and the faint zing of energy between them was thrilling. Doing his best to climb Mobei- 
Jun like a tree while exchanging eager and occasionally clumsy kisses was apparently a great 
idea, because it fit so well with Mobei-Jun's idea to pick him up and carry him over to the 
bedroom, abandoning the dining table completely. 


Mobei-Jun dropped him on the bed, not romantically, and Shang Qinghua shrieked slightly. 
He would have been so offended about it, but Mobei-Jun was already stripping off his own 
clothes. 


"You are ridiculous," Mobei-Jun said. 


Shang Qinghua hastily got with the program and started undressing. "I'm ridiculous? Do you 
know how hard it is to have any idea what you're thinking?! How was I supposed to know 
that you still weren't just putting up with me?" 


"Do you think that I would have done half of what I've done if I had merely been tolerating 
you?! I brought you here.” 


"That doesn't mean that you wanted me instead of just doing what J wanted! My king, you 
can't tell me that you couldn't tell that I wanted you! How was I supposed to know that you 
weren't just indulging me because you owe me?" 


"You're in my bed." 
"It's practical!" 


"You're absurd. Do you have any idea what you've smelled like in the most recent days?" 
Mobei-Jun snarled. "I cannot let myself take everything based on a heated look. I cannot trust 
myself to recognize desire when / want to see it so fiercely." 


That knocked the words right out of Shang Qinghua's mouth and the air out of his chest. He 
regained control of himself just in time for Mobei-Jun - oh, shit, he was naked now and he 
looked SO good - to climb onto the bed and impatiently help him finish taking off his 
clothes. Mobei-Jun's cool hand on the bare skin of his chest was shocking and life-changing 
and surprisingly normal, both familiar and not, careful and possessive. 


"Do you want this?" Mobei-Jun repeated. 
"Please," Shang Qinghua said. 


Mobei-Jun seemed to like this answer a lot, because he kissed like he was delivering some 
kind of reward. He pressed Shang Qinghua down onto the bed and covered him with his own 
body, allowing Shang Qinghua's hands to explore the width of his shoulders, the thickness of 
his chest, the trail of his body hair. Mobei-Jun explored too, with the arm that wasn't keeping 
him propped up, stroking down Shang Qinghua's sides, his thighs, and ending up between his 
legs with a soft touch and then a firm grip. He pulled away from the kiss so that he could give 
Shang Qinghua's lower half his full attention for a moment. 


Shang Qinghua moaned. "Please tell me that you have some kind of lubrication." 
"...The servants delivered supplies to these rooms shortly after our arrival." 
"That's... embarrassing? But useful!" 

"You knew what they thought." 

"But we weren't actually fucking then!" 


"You're ridiculous," Mobei-Jun said again, but he sounded fond. 


Shang Qinghua laughed, trying to cover up how hot his face was, and trying not to be 


who's really the ridiculous one here, my king? Hmm?" 
"You." 


"You're so mean to me- Oh! Ohhh, that is not fair," Shang Qinghua complained delightedly. 
"Come up here right now and let me get my hands on that thing, because I have been thinking 
about it for longer than you can imagine and I have so many ideas." 


Mobei-Jun laughed at him, but indulged him as well. 


Chapter End Notes 


Admittedly, it is true that Moshang fanfiction romances can feel like a fast burn / 
speedrun when their canonical hook-up took them multiple decades. SVSSS Moshang 
seemed to meet at a time in their lives that was very bad for both of them. 


I do not have fixed headcanons for whether or not Mobei-Jun or Shang Qinghua would 
want children, because I can see it going either way. I generally think kid fic is fun! I 
have written kid fic! Here, I wanted to explore some reasons why both Mobei-Jun and 
Shang Qinghua might have very complicated and even negative feelings towards having 
children. 


Being in Love 


Chapter Notes 


Warning for canon-typical violence again. 
This chapter is around 7,800 words long. 


Enjoy! VY Y 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Shang Qinghua had never been in love before. It was terrifying. It also wasn't all that 
different to what he'd been feeling before: wanting to spend time with Mobei-Jun, wanting to 
impress him, to make him laugh, to have Mobei-Jun compliment him and look at him fondly, 
to kiss him and do filthy things to him, and also look after him when he was sick because the 
ascension ritual wasn't actually perfect and Mobei-Jun's dead ancestors were the fucking 
worst. It felt like flying. It felt like falling. 


It felt... really, really nice. 


"The Emperor at one point cornered me for a ‘casual' discussion regarding sex with humans,' 
Mobei-Jun revealed one morning at breakfast, a few weeks after Shang Qinghua had 
admitted to wanting to be in love. "When I asked him why, he said that it was wisdom that 
everyone ought to know, inspired by a book that he had been reading, and I decided that it 
would be faster to suffer through the conversation than to provoke him into a chase by 
running away." 


Shang Qinghua laughed into his hands. "Holy shit, that's not surprising at all. I'm sorry. I 
promise that I didn't put him up to any of this! I, ah, probably could have done more to stop 
him, but I didn't want to suffer through that kind of attention either! None of it was my idea." 


Mobei-Jun seemed amused rather than offended, a miraculous transformation from their 
initial reunion in the Saintly Throne Hall. "It was easier to suffer through it." 


"Yeah. He's going to be... insufferable about this... by the way." 


Mobei-Jun made a face, unenthusiastic and disgruntled, not bothering to hide it. "We will 
suffer through that as well," he declared. "Eventually. There is no need to distract the 
Emperor when he is allegedly finally taking care of these persistently annoying enemies." 


"Ha ha, eventually," Shang Qinghua agreed, taking a sip of his cold tea. 


Mobei-Jun had brought him tea in bed several times, depending on which of them was the 
first to wake up. As a side effect of Mobei-Jun's powers, the fact that he had little to no 
experience serving anyone, or the fact that ice demons generally just didn't like hot drinks, 
the tea that he served was almost always nearly ice-cold. It wasn't great. Shang Qinghua often 
drank some of it anyway. 


Having his affections returned just made the world seem different. Good things just seemed 
better. Bad things just didn't seem quite so bad. 


Having regular sex also helped. So what if it could be more than slightly awkward? And 
slightly clumsy? It was still very enjoyable! It could be a little too intense, sometimes, 
maybe, but they could just stop and try again, and they were getting better! With their work 
ethic, they were turning enthusiasm and stubbornness into good qualities when it came to 
getting down. They were definitely getting better. 


Later that same day, it turned out that an assassin had finally made it to the Ice Palace! A 
skinner demon tried to kill and impersonate a servant in order to sneak in, but wasn't 
expecting that big-eyed, cute-faced seal demon servant to fight back and tear their throat out. 
Shang Qinghua couldn't bring himself to care! (About the assumed assassin, of course; the 
steward rightfully gave the smug and blood-covered seal demon servant some time off and a 
bonus.) He was still floating on the high of hooking up with the man of his dreams, able to 
move on as a happy man now. 


More importantly: he was unable to prove it, but he suspected that Mobei-Jun was 
intentionally dressing more provocatively. How was Shang Qinghua supposed to impress the 
northern courtiers with his knowledge and cunning and resourcefulness when he was 
desperately trying not to drool over the jeweled chains draped over Mobei-Jun's chest, 
holding together a silky shirt that was obviously trying to fall apart? Was that some kind of 
glittery eveshadow?! What was the man doing to make his hair smell so nice? Mobei-Jun just 
smirked whenever he complained about it. 


Wearing Mobei-Jun's revealing clothing himself in their apartments? Seemed to prove his 
point about how unfairly distracting this style was, but the very strong and enjoyable 
argument didn't at all convince Mobei-Jun to stop wearing them. It was tragic for Shang 
Qinghua's wild train of thought. 


"My king, what are your feelings on being tied up or tying me up during sex?" Shang 
Qinghua would ask, sometimes barely managing to hold the question back until they could 
speak privately, partially distracted by delicious potential writing scenes. "You know, maybe I 
should just make a list of kinks and we can just go through the list together? I know so many 
kinks. I'm not into all of them personally, of course, but I can make this process way more 
effective- wait, this isn't sexy at all, is it?" 


"Keep talking," Mobei-Jun would say, deeply into Shang Qinghua's bullshit for some 
miraculous reason. 


Neither of them were actually ready to break out the specially made Immortal Binding Cables 
or anything (they didn't have any, Shang Qinghua would have to pull some strings to have 
them ordered from Cang Qiong's Xian Shu Peak, alongside some instructional books also 


unofficially produced by the peak), but Mobei-Jun holding him down and being very nicely 
mean was a good start. 


Mobei-Jun seemed to find many of Shang Qinghua's attempts at being sexy funny. Which 
was fair, because Shang Qinghua was not good at being suave and tended to lose his nerve 
halfway through his lines, and it was easier to make things intentionally humorous rather than 
sincere. (Who did he think he was, honestly trying to use these pickup lines? Luo Binghe?!) 
Saying "Your hand looks heavy, can I hold it for you?" or "If you let me borrow a kiss, I 
promise I'll give it right back!" was more likely to make Mobei-Jun snort than anything else, 
but the man would always obligingly kiss him. What Mobei-Jun found sexy sexy was a 
mystery that Shang Qinghua sometimes hit on blindly. 


Calling out people for lying or obfuscating the truth due to a flagrant error in the relevant 
paperwork? Sexy, apparently! Designing a simple trap for one of Mobei-Jun's enemies? That 
one kind of made sense. Competence could be sexy! Sitting around Mobei-Jun's rooms, 
reading and minding his own business? Also apparently sexy for some weird reason! 


Mobei-Jun had jokingly accused him of being an assassin himself, tasked with bringing the 
northern kingdoms to ruin. Shang Qinghua, still a little out of it in the afterglow, had 
responded: "My king, if I wanted you dead, you'd be dead already? And I'd have framed that 
shithead Western Prince for it or something so we could conquer two directions at once." 
And this had also, apparently, somehow, been a funny and sexy thing to say, instead of a 
hugely inappropriate joke. 


In this author's opinion, Mobei-Jun doing any of these same things was sexy, true. That was 
because everything about Mobei-Jun was devastatingly attractive! Even when he was kind of 
being a brat and sulking because Shang Qinghua had disagreed with him and said that it was 
a better idea to just see what one of his shitty relatives - by marriage, an elder brother of one 
of his widowed sister-in-laws - wanted rather than ignoring them completely. 


Asking Mobei-Jun for an explanation of his attraction was dangerous territory, because it was 
fucking embarrassing, uncool in its lack of confidence. Even more embarrassing was the fact 
that Mobei-Jun would always just tell him what he liked. 


"You're clever," Mobei-Jun said. "You would be even more dangerous with claws and a 
demonic core, but you are still dangerous without them." 


Mobei-Jun also said: "You do not let shame or fear hold you back for long. The sharp 
opinions of resentful demon lords can do no more than a glancing blow before you dismiss 
them as nothing. You make them nothing to you." 


And what was "You have the heart of a demon in the body of a human..." supposed to mean? 
Shang Qinghua was kind of insulted by that, actually, as a human? It was really 
condescending?! Demons weren't that great! But the sincerity with which Mobei-Jun said 
it... left him red-faced and flustered like some fucking teenager with their first crush... 
Fuck. 


Even more dangerously, Mobei-Jun took these questions as permission to ask the same thing 
of Shang Qinghua. He wanted to know why Shang Qinghua liked him. 


Mobei-Jun went to bed one night with a headache and woke up with a full-body ache, 
because his ancient ancestral power was being shitty again, making him too bad-tempered 
and lethargic to be useful or attentive in any way. Shang Qinghua canceled all royal business 
immediately and told the steward not to disturb them, then bullied Mobei-Jun into agreeing to 
go back to bed. Mobei-Jun had stumbled his way to breakfast in the main room and now 
refused to get up again, however, probably because it was too much effort and he felt ill, so 
Shang Qinghua crouched down beside him, got a good grip under the man's thighs and 
around his back, and then lifted with his knees. 


Unfortunately for his romantic dreams of being a dashing and heroic cultivator, the size 
difference between them was too much for Shang Qinghua lifting Mobei-Jun to look 
anything but really silly, probably, but he did manage to get Mobei-Jun back into bed without 
dropping him. 


Shang Qinghua wrapped himself up in warm clothes, lowered the temperature and the lights 
of the bedroom, and doted on Mobei-Jun again for the rest of the morning and most of the 
afternoon. He inwardly cursed himself for whatever accidental combination of careless 
details had caused this drawback to Mobei-Jun's powers. Mobei-Jun's explanations had been 
terse and yet haunting. "The merged power occasionally attempts to separate," and, "Most 
Northern Kings did not go gently to their deaths," were probably going to give him 
nightmares. This was all the Transmigration System's fault, probably! 


At one point, he was sitting on the bed with Mobei-Jun's head in his lap, using his fingers to 
hopefully massage away some of the pain, as much as he could leech away. Mobei-Jun 
seemed to like it. The ice demon had his eyes closed and his brow wasn't furrowed anymore. 


"...Why do you find me attractive?" Mobei-Jun asked him. 


Shang Qinghua paused in his motions, unsure that he'd heard the question correctly. "My 
king, ah, you have seen yourself, right? This palace has reflective surfaces, I've seen them. 
You haven't secretly been half-blind or something all this time, have you?" 


Mobei-Jun smiled slightly. He did like it when Shang Qinghua fawned over his looks, which 
was great, because Shang Qinghua liked fawning over his looks. 


"Is that it?" 


"Ha ha, of course not." If Shang Qinghua had been a sucker for just any pretty face, some 
honeypot in the Heavenly Valley would have gotten them years ago. 


"Then what else?" Mobei-Jun's voice was oddly quiet for him. 


Shang Qinghua didn't know what to make of the idea that this man was lacking self- 
confidence in any way. The character in Proud Immortal Demon Way probably would have 
rather died than to say something like this, but the person in bed with him now was... a 
person. A man with thoughts and feelings and dreams. There was a person under the power 
and the appearance of the Northern King, who had not always been king, who had not known 
that he would survive to become king. 


"...You're so strong," Shang Qinghua began slowly. "And so cool. You're resourceful and 
relentless and, ah, I feel like I'm one bad, direct hit away from breaking apart most of the 
time. I'm done for it as soon as someone finally catches me, but you're so solid. And reliable. 
Steady. I wish that I could appear as impressive and untouchable as you." 


Mobei-Jun hummed doubtfully. Doubtfully? It sounded slightly doubtful to Shang Qinghua at 
least. 


"You listen to me, my king. Even when you didn't like me, you still listened to me - when 
half the time with most people I feel like I'm talking at a wall, they're hearing anything else 
besides what I'm saying. You're loyal. You don't really bother to lie. You say what you mean, 
most of the time, so I'm pretty sure that you're not just pretending to like me." 


"I am not." 


"Yeah, I know! I don't think that you're going to kill me anymore, I got over that fear pretty 
quickly. Part of that was just... I think you're so cool and you hated my guts and it sucked. 
But you like me now. I... I like that you like me." 


"I do," Mobei-Jun agreed. 
"You think I'm funny." 
"Yes." 


"I think you're funny too, maybe especially when you're being mean. So many people have 
no idea how funny you are because you look at them like you've never smiled in your life, so 
it's all for me, I guess." 


Mobei-Jun smiled again, wider, though his eyes were still closed. "If you wish." 


"Ha ha, ahhh, it was reasonable for you not to like me when we first met, my king. You were 
having a really bad day and what was I? Some weird outer disciple having a panic attack and 
promising to betray my sect for you? That's weird. I wouldn't go for a servant like that 
either." 


"You nearly killed me with a rock." 
Shang Qinghua's next words died in his throat. "... What?" he croaked. 


Mobei-Jun cracked one eye slightly open. Shang Qinghua only would have noticed because 
he was paying such close attention to the man's eyelashes. 


"You nearly killed me with a rock," Mobei-Jun repeated, like he wasn't turning Shang 
Qinghua's world upside-down. 


"You saw that?!" 


"And heard it. Part of it." 


"I thought you were unconscious?! You fainted! You dropped like a rock!" 


Mobei-Jun grumbled. "I was mostly unconscious. The darkness came in and out like waves. I 
fell completely unconscious yet again before I could defend myself." 


"Ah... well... I wouldn't want a servant who had nearly killed me with a rock, either," Shang 
Qinghua said weakly. 


"It would have been the sensible thing to do under most circumstances," Mobei-Jun agreed, 
apparently unconcerned by how close they had both come to killing each other that day. 
"Why were you so eager to betray your sect? If you were not the human Demon Empress' 
younger brother and spy all along?" 


"Oh, they treated me like shit. I was an unpopular outer disciple without obviously 
impressive skills. After I met you, I got an opportunity out of pity, so I did manage to rise to 
the position of head disciple in the next three years, because everyone else kind of suck for 
some reason or another, and it also turns out that having a degree- uh, a degree of talent for 
management and accounting is actually really useful on the logistics peak! I just needed an 
opening to demonstrate." 


"And you became the head disciple." 


"I did! It only took a lot of hard work and a little sabotage. People still kind of treated me like 
shit, though. No one on An Ding really liked me because I was no one from nowhere and I 
had ‘untraditional' and ‘disrespectful’ ideas about how things should be done." 


"Hm " 


"And people from the other peaks were always like, ‘Why do we even have An Ding Peak, 
they don't seem to do anything and they make us look bad?" when everything was working. 
And when everything was going to shit for some reasons, they were always like, 'Why do we 
even have An Ding Peak if they're so useless at their jobs?' There was no winning with those 
people." 


"How did you come to meet Su Xiyan? Did she recruit you from your sect?" 


"No, she barely knew I existed, but I... ah... happened across some information that 
suggested that the late Huan Hua Palace Master was up to something when he claimed that 
Tianlang-Jun had kidnapped Su Xiyan. It turned out that the Huan Hua Palace Master had 
imprisoned his own head disciple in the Water Prison and was framing Tianlang-Jun for it." 


"So you betrayed your sect to help the Emperor rescue his lover?" 


"Yeah, that's the summary of it. It was... terrifying. I thought Tianlang-Jun was going to kill 
me on the spot! Zhuzhi-Lang nearly killed me! But you know how fast I am at talking; I 
talked them around." 


"It displeased my father to hear that Tianlang-Jun had laid waste to a large section of Huan 
Hua Palace. He considered it... interference." 


"What? Oh, the old feud between your clan and that sect. None of us were thinking about that 
at all. I was trying desperately not to get myself killed after making such a reckless decision, 
especially when we had to flee to the Demon Realm after getting Su Xiyan out of there." 


"Why did you make such a decision?" 


"Ah, I have reasons now: I like Tianlang and Su Xiyan. But back then? I don't really know. I 
was staring down a future as the Lord of An Ding Peak and I could see it all playing out in 
front of me... toiling away for that rotten sect... and it sucked. I didn't want to spend the rest 
of my life giving and giving to these assholes without getting anything back. I wanted my 
own life! A better life!" 


"Mm " 


"So I took a chance and threw the old plot- the old p/an for my life out the window - and, ah, 
I couldn't exactly go back to Cang Qiong after the old Qiong Ding Peak Lord put a fucking 
bounty on my head for the whole Huan Hua Palace mess. Barely anyone died! Basically just 
the people who tried to stop us and that one guy who hadn't been in on it but then tried to kill 
Su Xiyan because he thought she'd been 'corrupted' - oh, and also the Palace Master and his 
shithead entourage, of course." 


Mobei-Jun opened his eyes. "...Could your former sect be the ones trying to kill you?" 


"Ehhhhh, maybe. That was one of the first few options that we checked. It is true: I'm kind of 
one of their biggest disgraces and shames in living memory. They even gave me the courtesy 
name ‘Shang Qinghua' when I almost became peak lord and I took it when I left, accidentally, 
when I didn't think it change it before Tianlang-Jun told the Demon Realm that's what my 
name is. It's kind of a big ‘fuck you’ souvenir that I stole in the eyes of Cang Qiong." 


"What is your original name?" 
"...Shang Houhua, but don't worry about it. No one calls me that." 
"As you wish." 


"But, no, it's probably not them. Ha, it's true that the cultivation world is full of hypocrites! 
So is the Demon Realm, but they're usually more up-front about their selfishness and greed, 
instead of assigning it righteous reasons. But frankly, Cang Qiong Mountain Sect just doesn't 
really have the know-how or the resources to send demon assassins into the Heavenly Valley, 
especially not like this, though some of those attempts were pretty shitty... Ah, it's just too 
much effort for them! Besides, the current sect leader took the official bounty from the 
previous sect leader off my head a few years ago." 


"Why?" 


"Diplomacy with the Demon Realm! Yue Qingyuan is also just too forgiving, it seems. Ah, 
he's never really hated demons for the sake of hating demons, so I think he doesn't agree with 
the people saying that Su Xiyan is better off dead than breeding demon spawn. Also, I wrote 
to some old acquaintances from An Ding to set up a little under-the-table, indirect trading, 


and the new An Ding Peak Lord, Chen Qingmei, my old shijie, is practical enough to take 
advantage of a good deal." 


"Hm " 


"Mu Qingfang definitely won't turn up his nose at medicine that came from the Demon 
Realm! I told him to watch out for qi deviations in Liu Qingge - that's the current Bai Zhan 
war god - to hopefully prevent any sisterly revenge campaigns that'll probably have far- 
reaching consequences. Wei Qingwei from Wan Jian Peak sent me a kind of friendly letter 
once saying that he put in a good word for me with Yue-Shixiong; he's the only one who even 
pretended to like me. Shen Qingqiu and Qi Qingqiu were both spitting mad, though! They'd 
probably still kill me on sight, same as Liu Qingge, but neither of them will go out of their 
way to make it happen, because effort is beneath them." 


"I do not know any of these people." 


"Ah, that's probably for the best, my king. The important thing is that I have it really good 
now, even though throwing in with Tianlang-Jun could have ended really badly for me. It 
worked! I'm a genius! Only a few buildings within Huan Hua's pretentious 'City of a Hundred 
Gardens' collapsed." 


Mobei-Jun snorted. 
"Shit, I can't believe you saw the rock thing, my king. Fuck! I'm so stupid." 


Mobei-Jun laughed aloud. "I wondered if I had imagined it for a long time. You could have 
earned glory from both your own sect and Huan Hua for such a trophy." 


"Ahhh, they're both so stingy, they probably would have found some way to twist things so 
that someone else would get the credit. And... I didn't really want to do it. I just wanted to 
live and... you needed me. And you were really good-looking." 


"You pitied me," Mobei-Jun said amusedly. 


"Maybe a little? Do you know how rare it is for someone like me to get to pity someone as 
powerful and impressive as you? I really would have been a loyal servant, I promise! So long 
as, you know, you didn't try to kill me or anything." 


That made Mobei-Jun sigh and close his eyes again. "Perhaps it is for the best that it did not 
happen that way... I had nothing to offer anyone at that time. I was disfavored." 


"Hey, we both did pretty well for ourselves..." 


"I would not have trusted you. Trust is something that I have always had to place carefully... 
and incompletely. I could only trust those around me to behave as themselves. I could trust 
my father to be himself. My uncle to do the same." 


"Yeah..." 


A part of Shang Qinghua wistfully thought of how he could have done so much to help the 

younger Mobei-Jun, but that was nostalgia and probably the high of sex blinding him. They 
would not have spent the past ten years fucking, he was sure of it. He was glad to have met 
Mobei-Jun again with a Demon Emperor standing at his back. 


"It, uh, it's cool. I get it. I was kind of glad to get rejected, honestly. Do you know what hurt 
and took me by surprise, though? Cang Qiong letting me go like that. I know that I helped a 
demon and was an accessory to the partial destruction of a Great Sect and the Palace Master's 
death, but he sucked! And not even my old Shizun thought I was worth hearing out or 
holding onto, which... at least made it easier to run off and leave them all behind." 


Mobei-Jun was silent for so long that Shang Qinghua wondered if he'd accidentally fallen 
asleep again. But then Mobei-Jun admitted quietly: "All of my late uncle's betrayals hurt... 
even long after I had learned to expect them..." 


Shang Qinghua sighed. "Yeah... That's really how it goes sometimes..." 


The bubble of love had to pop eventually, right? Shang Qinghua was expecting the 
honeymoon phase to run out eventually, even while he was desperately clinging to it to get 
the good stuff while it lasted. But it could last a little longer, right? He couldn't picture an end 
in sight at the moment! 


Mobei-Jun left him notes occasionally. Admittedly, they weren't /ong notes and they weren't 
romantic notes, but Shang Qinghua treasured them all the same. He would open a book of 
accounts that he had been reading and a note might fall out, with the simple message of 
"Sleep more" in Mobei-Jun's large and careful handwriting. On a pile of letters from the 
Underground Palace, a note on top from Mobei-Jun might say: "Don't do work." 


He was being bullied! He kept every note that he received in his pocket for the rest of the 
day, near his breast, if possible. 


Shang Qinghua was debating whether or not to bring it up, wondering if this was another 
piece of advice forcefully imparted by Tianlang-Jun, but he didn't want to draw attention to 
them if asking questions would make Mobei-Jun stop. He had a hand over his breast pocket, 
feeling the outlines of the note through the fabric, while he and Mobei-Jun sat in one of the 
Ice Palace's halls after a meeting with a selection of clan elders. That coming-of-age hunting 
test that Mobei-Jun had talked about before was going to happen soon and there was always 
something to squabble over as the preparations for such an important gathering ramped up. 


He heard the door open and a messenger breeze into the room. Wind demons tended to have a 
way of walking that made their footsteps stand out from everyone else. 


"Mobei-Jun, a Frost Wind Clan demon from the White Sea Inlet has arrived with a young 
cousin of yours." 


"Bring them here." 


"At once, Mobei-Jun." The wind demon bowed and swept back out of the room. 


Shang Qinghua looked up from the list of monsters recently spotted in the traditional hunting 
grounds, turning a questioning look on the ice demon beside him. But Mobei-Jun wasn't 
looking at him. The ice demon was staring at the door, looking pensive, so Shang Qinghua 
had to nudge him with his foot. 


"My king?" 


Mobei-Jun looked over and... grimaced. "I had meant to speak to you about this earlier," he 
said quietly. 


"What? Oh. Ohhh..." 


This was presumably the young cousin involved in the “delicate family matter" that Mobei- 
Jun had not wanted Tianlang-Jun to know about back in the Underground Palace. What had 
Mobei-Jun said again? Something about the boy not being ready to try for adulthood? 
Something about needing to handle the matter privately to avoid the appearance of 
favoritism? 


Mobei-Jun gave him a hard look, then turned his attention back to the door as the messenger 
showed another wind demon and a... hm... a teenage boy who looked like both an ice demon 
and a type of seal demon. His skin was splotchy, a variety of browns and some gray, but the 
resemblance to the Northern Desert Clan was clear in the shade of his black hair and the very 
well-defined and perfectly blue mark on his forehead. The boy had a youthful face, but was 
already tall. He was fat and obviously strong. 


The Frost Wind Clan demon bowed to Mobei-Jun and the young ice demon quickly copied 
the gesture. The wind demon who had brought them bowed back out of the room and closed 
the door again. 


The Frost Wind Clan demon, a middle-aged demon uncle type of fellow, launched into an 
obviously rehearsed speech about how he had brought forward a competitor in the ceremonial 
hunt. Shang Qinghua only listened with one ear, distracted by the boy's face. He'd met and 
seen many Northern Desert Clan demons now. Most of them resembled each other more than 
Mobei-Jun, who apparently resembled his late mother more than his father, and whose 
immediate family had been killed by a vengeful Demon Emperor, but... the resemblance here 
was strong. Shang Qinghua could see how this cousin shared his king's nose and the shape of 
his jaw almost exactly. 


How were they related to each other again? Shang Qinghua didn't ask aloud, no matter how 
tempting it was to kick Mobei-Jun's foot under the table again. 


"The boy is too young to take such a test," Mobei-Jun said. "I am disinclined to allow his 
request." 


The dismay and hurt on the boy's face was obvious. The Frost Wind Clan demon also looked 
put out, but maybe that was because it meant that he'd brought the boy all the way to the Ice 
Palace for nothing. He launched into a recitation of the skills that the boy had demonstrated 
on his journey from the White Sea up north. 


"The boy may demonstrate his skills for me tomorrow, but I am still disinclined to allow it," 
Mobei-Jun said, looking at his cousin directly. "There are disadvantages to advancing too 
early. Your guide will show you to your rooms." 


The boy was clenching his jaw to keep from saying something he'd regret, which did show 
some impressive maturity! The Frost Wind Clan demon also looked like he wanted to keep 
making his case, but Mobei-Jun's glare was too intimidating, so he thanked the Northern 
King for his generosity instead and bowed out of the room. He physically dragged the young 
ice demon out with him, just in case. 


Shang Qinghua nudged Mobei-Jun with his foot again. "My king, do you want to have this 
discussion here or in your rooms?" 


Mobei-Jun leaned back into his chair and sighed. 


A dozen different speeches were bubbling up inside Shang Qinghua's chest as they walked, 
but with all of his experience as a very important person in the Underground Palace, he 
managed to keep his mouth shut until the door to Mobei-Jun's apartments closed behind 
them. Shang Qinghua turned on the ice demon immediately and pointed out in the vague 
direction of where they'd come from. It was possible that he was pointing in the complete 
wrong direction, but that wasn't the point! It was symbolic! 


"My king, is that kid your son?" 
Mobei-Jun looked unimpressed. "No." 


Shang Qinghua hadn't really thought so, but the relief was still strong. "Good! Fine, my 
actual guess: is that one of your dead brothers' kids? Your nephew?" 


"No." 


Shang Qinghua blinked. Huh. That was confusing, but now he felt better about not being able 
to remember which one of Mobei-Jun's late brothers had married a seal demon. He'd also 
assumed that a bastard nephew had been a very real possibility, of course. 


He pointed again in the vague direction (possibly completely wrong direction) of the 
supposed "cousin". All of his authorial instincts were screaming at him that this boy was not 
just some random cousin. If the boy had been some random cousin, then Mobei-Jun surely 
would have just told him, right? This was suspicious! 


"That's not Linguang-Jun's secret son, is it?" Shang Qinghua said faintly. That was the only 
actual cousin relationship that seemed appropriately scandalous here. 


Mobei-Jun looked at him like he was crazy, which was... good? Bad?! It wasn't clear! 
"Half-brother," Mobei-Jun said. 
Shang Qinghua blinked again, several times, and then said, "Ah, that makes sense, actually." 


Then he thought about it some more. 


"Wait, your half-brother or Linguang-Jun's half-brother? Because I thought that your late 
uncle was already your shitty father's half-brother by the Black Wind Clan-" 


"My father's son," Mobei-Jun interrupted. "My father's /ast son, with a water seal demon who 
lived near the White Sea. My only younger brother. His mother brought him to the Ice Palace 
when he was only two years old... and she married my father then. A mistake." 


Shang Qinghua winced. "Aha, I can imagine. How old is he now?" 
"Thirteen years old." 

"And he... doesn't know? Knows?" 

"He does not know." 

"Oh, shit." 


"His mother was killed within the year. I... I allowed it to be assumed by my family that he 
had also been killed." 


"Ah." 
"They did not mourn him." 
"Was it Linguang-Jun...?" Shang Qinghua asked hesitantly. "Or someone else...?" 


"I do not know who arranged the accident that killed his young mother. It did not matter. I 
was given the opportunity to do away with a young child of our clan and... decided not to 
follow their example." 


"And you... what? Gave him away to a distant, trustworthy relative to be raised as some 
orphaned cousin of uncertain relation? Is that it? The White Sea Inlet is pretty isolated..." 


Mobei-Jun nodded, his jaw clenched. It made him look like his brother. 


"And then about three or four years later, Tianlang-Jun came back to town and... killed most 
of your immediate family," Shang Qinghua said slowly. "Which... could have allowed you to 
take your brother back...?" 


Mobei-Jun gave him a hard look, almost a sneer. "I was not going to bring him back within 
reach of the Emperor." 


"He wouldn't have killed... a six-year-old child..." Shang Qinghua was pretty sure that 
Tianlang-Jun's revenge rampage had never gotten that bad, but... maybe by accident...? Shit 
got messy sometimes when buildings were coming down. Fuck, he didn't want think about it. 


Mobei-Jun clearly had thought about it. 


"...I can understand why you didn't tell anyone," Shang Qinghua said weakly. 


The years immediately following Mobei-Jun's ascension had not exactly been peaceful. 
Tianlang-Jun hadn't gotten rid of all of Mobei-Jun's enemies and rivals within his own clan, 
some of whom might have been willing to take a shot at the young king's half-brother and... 
heir. Letting the boy have a relatively quiet childhood as a distant cousin, known only to 
Mobei-Jun and a handful of people in on the plan, had... maybe been the right thing to do 
until Mobei-Jun could reassess. 


"You're telling me?" Shang Qinghua realized. "You're telling me?!" 
Mobei-Jun glared at him. "Yes." 


Shang Qinghua flailed in a gesture that tried and failed to capture everything about this 
situation. 


Mobei-Jun kept glaring. 


Shang Qinghua put his face in his hands and sighed, before dragging his hands down and 
coming up for air. "I'm pretty sure that the only thing that Tianlang-Jun is going to do now is 
trying to arrange a playdate with his son, even though your brother...?" 


"A-Zhao." 
"A-Zhao is twice Binghe's age. My king, what the fuck? What are you going to do now?" 
"I don't know." 


Mobei-Jun looked furious, like he wanted to fight something or someone, but there wasn't an 
easy target in reach. Shang Qinghua didn't want to call this situation Mobei-Jun's fault. It was 
the fault of his dead father and his dead uncle and all of his other shitty family members. But 
that didn't make the problem not Mobei-Jun's responsibility now. 


"Are you going to tell the boy?" Shang Qinghua tried. "Because you're going to have to tell 
him at some point and, ah, I don't think waiting longer is going to make anything easier or 
better." 


Mobei-Jun made a derisive sound with no clear words, which was... sure. Fine. 


The lapse in conversation gave Shang Qinghua time to do some additional mathematics and 
desperate memory searching. What devious combination of careless details had accidentally 
created this shitty situation?! Had a Mobei Zhao been included at some point as a blink-and- 
miss background character and the Transmigration System had taken this barely-there 
character and run? Was this an attempt by the Transmigration System to explain why Mobei- 
Jun in Proud Immortal Demon Way had never married or had any children? 


Was this his fault in some way? He couldn't have introduced Mobei-Jun's shitty father to 
some water seal demoness, but maybe his disastrous first meeting with Mobei-Jun had set the 
man up into being in the wrong place at the right time? Had the accident happened before or 
afterwards? 


If Mobei Zhao had always been there in the background of Proud Immortal Demon Way, 
then... that version of Mobei-Jun had never told Demon Emperor Luo Binghe. Probably. Just 
like this version of Mobei-Jun hadn't told Tianlang-Jun. 


Mobei-Jun made another derisive sound. "I don't want..." 
"What?" 

"I don't want him to become Linguang-Jun." 

"Oh." 


To Shang Qinghua's ears, this statement sounded a lot like: "J don't want him to hate me." 
There was a lost, almost helpless, rising note in Mobei-Jun's voice. 


Mobei-Jun started to pace. "My late uncle was my grandfather's youngest child, too young to 
be a rival, so my father did not kill him like the others. Linguang-Jun was said to be more 
like a son to him than a brother... until my father had sons of his own... and then later stole 
his brother's wife." 


"Well, ah, you're not planning on doing any of that to A-Zhao, right?" 
"No." 
"Then you're probably off to a good start!" 


That got another snort, more dismissive than amused. "I do not know how to... speak to the 
boy... in such a way that will not inspire resentment." 


"Ah. I don't think there's a way to avoid resentment entirely?" 
Mobei-Jun glared at him. 


"Don't look at me like that! I'm not the expert here! But there are people out there who were 
spoiled rotten and had childhoods with pretty good parents and no one trying to kill them, 
and you still get resentment there! It's natural, isn't it? At least a little bit, so you need to set 
your expectations..." 


"I do not know what to expect!" 


"Then talk to him! He's thirteen and trying to participate in your clan's coming-of-age test! 
He's probably not that stupid! Just tell him that you were trying to keep him from being killed 
and that you're worried that he's still too young to participate in the cutthroat politics of 
royalty, and that he's better off giving it a few years, or at least one more, because when court 
isn't incredibly deadly, it's often boring as fuck! Just figure out whatever he wants that he 
thinks official adulthood can give him, probably just by asking him, and then give him that or 
a piece of that to tide him over while you make actual arrangements to bring him in as your 
brother and heir. That's it, right?" 


He and Mobei-Jun stared at each other for several disbelieving beats. Shang Qinghua wanted 
to drag his hands down his face again, because this was not a conversation that he had ever 
wanted or expected to have. 


"I mean, you probably have to gauge whether or not this boy can keep a secret first? Oh, shit, 
I am not qualified to talk about any of this. Fuck." 


In his last life, he had learned about his parents' divorce when he had come home from school 
one day and found the movers taking away boxes of his mother's stuff, and one of his 
neighbors had opened his apartment door to say, "Hey, sorry to hear about the divorce." His 
mother had come storming out of the apartment with papers in hand, ignoring his father 
yelling behind her, put him into her car, and then driven him off to their new place. In 
hindsight, it hadn't actually been a surprise, but a little more warning would have been nice. 


Mobei-Jun took a deep breath and... nodded. He nodded and said, "I will... think on what to 
say to A-Zhao." 


"Great. I'm sure that you can do it, my king. Whatever you do, don't shout at him or anything 
like that, and it'll all be fine. It'll all be just fine..." 


Presumably, in Proud Immortal Demon Way, this boy had grown up somewhere in the 
background, on the far edges of Luo Binghe's empire. Maybe... Mobei-Jun had never told 
him. Shang Qinghua would certainly hesitate to bring the original Luo Binghe into any 
delicate family matters, far more than Tianlang-Jun. 


"You know, this would have been really great to learn about directly after the 'Do you want 
children?' conversation," Shang Qinghua said, trying not to sound passive-aggressive and... 
almost certainly sounding passive-aggressive. "That was definitely the better time to bring 
this up instead of after the boy got here." 


"I forgot," Mobei-Jun said. Maybe this was true. It kind of sounded like Mobei-Jun just 
hadn't wanted to talk about it. 


"There aren't any other secret relatives, right? No secret children or nieces or nephews or 
children belonging to your shitty uncle anywhere, right?" 


"Not to my knowledge." 


"Not to your...? Aha ha ha, right. Right. That's reasonable. This is kind of a nightmare and 
your family is a mess and that's actually a reasonable thing to say." 


Mobei-Jun stared at him with an almost... wary silence. "Are you angry?" 


"No!" Shang Qinghua said, definitely angry. "No, I'm just... surprised! I am surprised in a not 
happy way, partly because I totally understand why you didn't tell me until now, with your 
brother's life on the line and Tianlang-Jun being a dramatic asshole all the time, but I wish 
you'd told me earlier! What the fuck, my king?!" 


"That is... also reasonable," Mobei-Jun said, almost like an apology. 


"Gah!" Shang Qinghua dragged his hands down his face again. "You have a child! I knew 
that you would need to pick a cousin out of the lineup, but you have a child." 


"He is nearly grown." 


"A child isn't grown up just because they can talk and feed themselves and probably kill 
things with their bare hands! My shitty father-!" Shang Qinghua took a deep breath. "I'm not 
talking about that, actually. I'm not talking about that." 


"I was independent by that age." 


"And I was at Cang Qiong by then! And look how well we turned out! All totally free of 
resentment about it!" 


Mobei-Jun scowled, unable to refute the point. Shang Qinghua knew that the ice demon was 
capable of being self-aware enough to recognize that they were hardly examples of well- 
adjusted characters. 


Shang Qinghua yelled into his hands again and then walked off to the bedroom, where he let 
himself fall face down onto the bed and yelled again into a soft pillow. 


There were definitely worse ways to end the honeymoon period! Like one of Luo Binghe's 
wives waking up one day to find that the Demon Emperor had married the next woman in 
line! That had to suck ass! And it had been kind of depressing that so many of his readers 
hadn't been able to pick up on the fact that that had kind of been the fucking point. But 
finding out that his... lover(?) had an orphaned half-brother who still needed some kind of 
parenting didn't really feel good. 


Heirs were an unavoidable part of life for kings and emperors, obviously. Looking inwards, it 
really was the being blindsided aspect that he hated most, when the Imperial Advisor and 
Author God ought to have known everything already. 


It took a couple minutes before Mobei-Jun followed him into the bedroom, then another 
minute before the man came over to sit down on the bed beside him. Shang Qinghua didn't 
actually know whether or not he wanted Mobei-Jun to touch him right now. He kind of 
wanted the man to try it just so he could tell him to fuck off. 


He took another deep breath. "I'm fine," he said. "I should probably be asking if you're fine, 
my king. I'm guessing not!" 


Mobei-Jun snorted. He didn't answer immediately, but after a few minutes, he said, "It will be 
fine." 


He didn't sound entirely certain. 


"... We'll deal with it, my king," Shang Qinghua agreed, feeling more than a little childish 
now. He could have been cooler about this! Why couldn't he have been super chill about this. 
"It'll be fine. We'll deal with it." 


Mobei-Jun let out a sigh of relief. 


When Shang Qinghua woke up the next morning, Mobei-Jun was no longer beside him, and 
he found a flower in a pot next to the bed. It was the sort of flower that, in his last life, would 
have looked unrealistic even if perfectly rendered in an image. It had pale petals of several 
different colors. It literally glowed with spiritual energy. 


Shang Qinghua blinked at it several times. Was that...? Just the other day, he'd mentioned to 
Mobei-Jun that several human cultivators had come into the Demon Realm in search of a 
Heavenly Dragonfruit Flower, because one of his assistants had written him a letter 
mentioning it. It was apparently the hot new thing to do to prove yourself a fearless hero 
among cultivators and that your love for some peerless beauty was true, or something like 
that, and it was causing some property damage along the Realm Borders and particularly the 
southeast kingdoms of the Demon Realm. 


There was a note next to it that said simply: "Sorry." No signature. No need. 


Wandering out into the other room, holding the pot in his hands, Shang Qinghua found 
Mobei-Jun sitting at the breakfast table. With Mobei-Jun watching, he sat at the table, putting 
the rare flower to one side. In front of him was already a cup of tea, presumably ice-cold. 


"Did Tianlang-Jun give you something before we left?" Shang Qinghua asked, unable to 
hold himself back any longer. Something felt off here. 


Mobei-Jun grimaced in a way that was as good as a yes. "There was... a book." 
"Oh, god." 
"I did not want to take it." 


Shang Qinghua put his head in his hands, because it kind of physically hurt to learn that he 
was being partially wooed using one of Tianlang-Jun's books on "human courting". Not the 
porn. Not the fiction. Probably one of his treasured guides to "proper romantic courtship with 
the intention of an auspicious marriage". And it was kind of working. 


"T didn't need a flower," he mumbled. 
"I will remove it." 

"No, it's my flower! Don't touch it." 
"Fine." 


The trip had possibly taken Mobei-Jun less than fifteen minutes. It was possible that the ice 
demon had stepped out of the shadows directly in front of some cultivator who had been 
traveling for weeks, taken the rare flower, and left immediately. 


"Thank you," Shang Qinghua said, coming up for air. "Sorry for, ah, getting angry yesterday, 
my king." 


Mobei-Jun snorted. "There was not even a physical altercation," he said, which was definitely 
him trying to be funny. 


"Because you'd flatten me? I could have thrown a real temper tantrum, though. if you wanted 
to be impressed. I can throw vases around with the best of them! My king, let me get the 
steward to bring some vases in here right away!" 


Mobei-Jun smiled, wide and warm and totally unfair. His hair was still rumpled from sleep 
and he wasn't wearing a shirt. It left Shang Qinghua a little breathless. 


"If you wish," Mobei-Jun said. 

"Is that a dare? Are you daring me?" 

"No." 

"Ah, what am I even supposed to do with a flower in the Ice Palace? You have some 
greenhouses somewhere, right? My king, I can't believe that you got me a flower so that I 


could watch it die." 


"I will show you the greenhouses later." 
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A few days later saw Shang Qinghua sitting on a rocky, icy beach, essentially as far north in 
the Demon Realm as it went. He was bundled up so that he wouldn't die of cold, watching the 
waves of the White Sea smash up against the cliffs, trying to find a word that described it all 
better than miserable. Maybe dreary. It wasn't exactly dark, but he hesitated to say that there 
was sunlight. He hadn't once seen the sun since getting here earlier this morning. 


In the distance, he could see... enormous leviathans circling and thrashing in the waves. 
According to the local whalers and fishermen, there were vents to the Endless Abyss deep 
underwater out there and strange creatures ascended from the depths, either by accident or 
because they were hungry. Apparently, whatever had floated out of the Endless Abyss today 
wasn't scary enough, so the local apex predators, which were probably comparable to killer 
whales, were having a feeding frenzy. 


The demons who lived here considered the /ce Palace to be "southern". No one who lived 
around here had ever seen a human being before, unsurprisingly. Shang Qinghua was their 
first human visitor. 


A little ways along the beach, closer to the water, Mobei-Jun was talking to A-Zhao. This 
place on the edge of the White Sea was, apparently, one of Mobei-Jun's favorite places in the 
northern kingdoms, because it had been so far away from most of his worst relatives, and he'd 
been able to step through the shadows to visit without weeks of travel. Though, he had 
apparently given up on visiting the White Sea Inlet often when he had delivered his half- 
brother to one of his great-aunts here. 


Mobei-Jun wasn't even wearing a cloak or coat, and had his shirt open as usual, while young 
A-Zhao's clothing today didn't even have real sleeves. Oh, to be an ice demon with seal 
blubber! Shang Qinghua huddled deeper into his coat and grumbled to himself. One of these 
days, he really was going to take Mobei-Jun to a tropical beach! See how he liked it! 


Mobei-Jun had taken A-Zhao hunting the day before, as promised, to observe his survival 
skills, watching from a distance with Shang Qinghua at his side. It had been nerve-wracking, 
though the thirteen-year-old boy had apparently done very well, and had brought down an 
Ice-Horned Elk by himself without much trouble at all. According to A-Zhao, there wasn't 
anything else to do in his home village, except gut fish or make boats or carve tools and so 
on, and the boy was bored of practicing his skills in a remote corner of the world. 


"Why do you wish to ascend to adulthood?" Mobei-Jun had asked. 


A-Zhao's initial response had been to shrug, which had been so much like any ordinary 
teenager that Shang Qinghua had nearly burst out laughing. Especially because Mobei-Jun 
had seemed confused and possibly even offended at first by this careless answer, if Shang 
Qinghua had been reading that muted facial expression correctly, knowing Mobei-Jun as he 
did by now. 


"That is not an answer," Mobei-Jun had said. "Speak." 
"Why not?" A-Zhao had responded. "J want to see more of the world." 
"You would take such a risk out of boredom?" Mobei-Jun had asked. 


A-Zhao had shrugged again, gesturing down at the monstrous beast he had brought down. 
"What risk?" 


The boy had taken the revelation of his parentage and true position in the clan... quietly. 
Shang Qinghua could see the family resemblance there in such muted facial expressions! 
Having been informed a long time ago that he was an orphan, A-Zhao apparently hadn't 
thought much about his mysterious parents, since they had never been relevant to him, and he 
hadn't wanted for much during his childhood except perhaps additional companions and 
entertainment. 


He had even seemed to understand why Mobei-Jun hadn't been able to keep him around. "You 
don't take babies out on a hunt," he had reasoned, with youthful wisdom and insight. Then he 
had sighed. "I don't know anything about the sort of hunting done in palaces and the 
dangers... Is it any fun?" 


Right now, he and Mobei-Jun were talking about the dangers of the Ice Palace, and Mobei- 
Jun was probably sharing some stories from his shitty childhood. Just because A-Zhao was 
more than old enough to understand and try to accept why Mobei-Jun wasn't ready to have 
him around the Ice Palace and the rest of the Northern Desert Clan yet, didn't mean that the 
boy wasn't visibly frustrated about it. Mobei-Jun wanted another year or so to train the boy 
personally... or at least oversee the boy's training personally. It looked like they were 
negotiating some of that already. 


It made Shang Qinghua think forward to when teenage Binghe was going to start arguing 
more seriously with Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan. That was going to be interesting! Shang 
Qinghua was going to mark the White Sea Palace down as a more preferable place to be 
when that happened. 


Overall, it seemed to be going well. A-Zhao hadn't physically lashed out at Mobei-Jun yet or 
anything. Mobei-Jun's scowls had gotten very deep at points, but he was possibly actually 
taking Shang Qinghua's offhand, half-joking advice to count to ten in his head before doing 
anything impulsively. He had apparently taken Shang Qinghua's word for it that A-Zhao 
probably just wanted an explanation for the past and a firm plan for what would happen next 
right now. 


Shang Qinghua then noticed a dark shape, smooth-skinned and enormous, traveling quickly 
through the water towards Mobei-Jun and A-Zhao. He yanked down his scarf and shouted: 
"LOOK OUT!" 


Luckily, Mobei-Jun appeared to have already noticed the beast. He said something urgent to 
A-Zhao, pushing him away, and the boy immediately took off at a run towards Shang 
Qinghua without question or objection. The young ice demon had a fearful look on his face, 
like he was honestly afraid for his life, which was unlike him, at least according to what 
Shang Qinghua had learned of the boy so far. A-Zhao actually pushed Shang Qinghua a few 
steps backwards, herding him away from whatever was coming from the water. 


Mobei-Jun turned his hands towards the water and started turning it into ice, in huge spikes 
and pillars and sheets, a moving wall to push the waves backwards. The enormous creature 
broke free of the water, mouth open to show off so many teeth, writhing and scrabbling 
against the ice that was keeping it from swallowing the comparably tiny demon lord on the 
shore. 


"...Why does it have legs?” Shang Qinghua said weakly. 


The demonic beast looked like the horrifying child of a killer whale and a crocodile, with 
maybe some sea lion in there. Only bigger? Shang Qinghua didn't know how big normal 
killer whales were, actually. It was physically big enough to swallow Mobei-Jun whole. Its 
feet looked not unlike flippers and its black- and white-skinned arms and legs, while 
enormous and slippery and frighteningly muscular, flailing like some kind of lizard, didn't 
actually seem capable of fully supporting its weight. Its massive tail thrashed, trying to push 
it forward. 


"They're cousins," A-Zhao said. 


Shang Qinghua looked at the young ice demon beside him. A-Zhao was already so tall and 
broad that it felt thoroughly unfair that the boy was only thirteen. "What? What does that 
mean?" 


"White Sea Whales are the children of the children who escaped into the White Sea," A-Zhao 
said, like Shang Qinghua was supposed to know what the fuck that meant. Upon receiving a 
blank look, the boy elaborated, "The children of the children of our clan's ancestor who came 
from the Endless Abyss?" 


"...Do you mean descendants?" 


"Uh, yes?" 


"Previous generations are called ancestors. Future generations are descendants." 


"Oh, yes, they're some of the other descendants of our first ancestor, who ate sea beasts and 
went into the sea instead," A-Zhao said. "We call them cousins." 


Mobei-Jun didn't seem too concerned about some monstrous distant relation trying eat him. 
He kept pushing with enormous waves of ice pillars and ice spears, forcing the White Sea 
Whale back out into the deeper ocean. It was making a terrifying kind of bleating-grunting- 
squeaking sound as it struggled. Soon, the demonic beast gave up on its prey, turning back 
around, letting the magical ice push it back out, and disappearing into the dark waves again. 


"Cousins," Shang Qinghua repeated disbelievingly. 
Did he write this?! He didn't remember writing any of this?! 


"Yeah," A-Zhao said, a little more enthusiastically now that Mobei-Jun had driven the 
demonic beast away. "When our ancestors ate humans and took their shape and later became 
the Northern Desert Clan, the White Sea Whales stayed in the water, and some of them try to 
come eat us every now and again." 


"Oh?" That sounded like an occupational hazard Shang Qinghua was glad not to have. 


"Even though we always kill them and eat them when they come near the docks. They get 
people sometimes, especially out on the water, if people aren't paying attention. They're 
really dangerous. They work together and set traps. They're kind of stupid too, though." 


"...Good to know." 
"I need to work on my ice," A-Zhao grumbled. "I have to learn how to do that..." 
"Ha ha, I'm sure that Mobei-Jun will be willing to help." 


Mobei-Jun appeared to be waiting on the shore to see if the White Sea Whale was going to 
try its luck again. He looked so cool standing on the rocky and icy shore, looking out across 
the dark water and the gray sky, wild and dangerous even for the Demon Realm. His braided 
and beaded hair was blowing in the wind. He was definitely going to complain when 
brushing it later. 


"...Do you not have monsters like that down in the Human Realm?" A-Zhao asked. 


Shang Qinghua laughed. "Aha, not really! Not really. We have other things, but... the 
monsters in the Demon Realm tend to be bigger and more dangerous than a lot of the beasts 
that you find in the Human Realm. There are more ghosts and things, though, I think, in 
general with humans. I don't know why demons don't get them as often." 


"Maybe we eat them." 


"Uh..." 


"I've never seen a ghost," A-Zhao said, in the curious tone of a teenager who now wanted to 
see a ghost. And would probably get himself into trouble trying to see a ghost. 


"It's not really as interesting as it sounds," Shang Qinghua said quickly. "Honestly, speaking 
as a cultivator, ghosts are usually just really sad in a kind of boring way. Repetitive and 
frustrating. It makes everyone sad trying to deal with them." 


He was already trying to figure out whether or not it was a good idea to send his assistants 
back to the Ghost Realm, so that they could tell the head officer at the Gambler's Den 
something like: "Hi, if you see this stupid demon teenager (picture included), please send him 
back to us unharmed immediately. I don't know how he got to your weird dimension, but he's 
not supposed to be there. Tell him he's super, ultra grounded forever." It was probably a bad 
idea. 


A-Zhao made a disappointed sound. 


Eventually, Mobei-Jun was satisfied that the demonic beast was gone, off in search of easier 
prey. He turned away from the water and walked towards them. He really looked so good 
casually strolling away from the breaking ice wall behind him, like it was all no good deal. 
Shang Qinghua was truly discovering new depths to being simultaneously being scared and 
horny. 


"Fuck, he's cool," Shang Qinghua said to himself. 


He only realized A-Zhao would be able to hear this (to be fair, being horny sometimes made 
him really stupid, as it did most people), when Mobei-Jun's teenage half-brother made a 
sound of agreement. Shit. Fuck. Thankfully, the young ice demon didn't seem to notice the 
embarrassing lust aspect to Shang Qinghua's admiration. 


"It's too bad that I can't kill a White Sea Whale for the coming-of-age hunt next year," A- 
Zhao said, thankfully apparently having adjusted to the fact that Mobei-Jun wasn't going to 
let him compete this year. And oh, god, that statement still didn't bode well, though. "It would 
be so impressive. But they can't get anywhere near the hunting grounds." 


"Yeah, uh, there's a reason that the hunting grounds are where they are," Shang Qinghua said. 
He was going to tattle so hard on this boy to Mobei-Jun immediately in private later. 


"Maybe if one fell through a vent into the Endless Abyss and then out a different crack," A- 
Zhao said hopefully. "These cousins can actually move around on land pretty well." 


"Aha, maybe. Wait, these cousins?!" 


Shang Qinghua suffered the sudden realization that Tianlang-Jun was probably going to love 
Mobei Zhao, actually, and that maybe A-Zhao would need to be kept away from the little 
demon prince for Binghe's safety. Mobei-Jun was going to have his hands full with this kid, 
actually. Hadn't Mobei-Jun described the boy as shy in all earlier interactions?! 


Mobei-Jun claimed not to have any more earth-shaking revelations, at least to his knowledge, 
so he and Shang Qinghua slowly settled back into the routine they were making together in 
the Ice Palace. A-Zhao agreed to stay back at the White Sea Inlet as long as Mobei-Jun 
visited him regularly, so they did that at least once a week, and took him to interesting places 
once a month or so. Shang Qinghua helped Mobei-Jun start making plans to bring his half- 
brother to the Ice Palace in the near future. 


But they could also relax again in the evenings. Tianlang-Jun had forced Shuang Yun, the 
wind demon messenger who was regularly traveling between the Ice Palace and the 
Underground Palace, to bring Shang Qinghua a pile of books. Shang Qinghua hadn't intended 
to start reading any of them aloud to Mobei-Jun again, but Mobei-Jun asked him what he was 
reading. 


"Ah... aha ha ha..." Shang Qinghua looked down at the book in his lap, which was... erotica. 
It was explicit and intense erotica without any sort of plausible deniability, by one of the up- 
and-coming demon authors who lived in the Imperial City; Tianlang-Jun was a big fan and 
patron. "My king, I don't know if this is your kind of thing..." 


Mobei-Jun eyed the book knowingly. "I will decide this for myself." 
"Oh, I'm being bullied..." 
Mobei-Jun just gave him an amused look. 


Shang Qinghua lasted about five pages before he threw the book aside and said, red-faced 
and flustered in a way that was shameful for the author of a twenty-million-word stallion 
novel, "My king, why don't we just actually have sex?" 


Mobei-Jun, who had been staring intensely at him the entire time, said: "No." 
"No? 1 " 
"I'm interested in hearing the end of the story." 


"I'm definitely being bullied..." Shang Qinghua nevertheless fetched the book again, and 
lasted another ten pages before he gave up completely, and crossed the room to pounce on 
Mobei-Jun. They finished the book later that evening. Much later. 


After having to watch Tianlang-Jung and Su Xiyan be so flirtatious with each other for so 
long, Shang Qinghua felt like he deserved this kind of indulgence. It was almost worth the 
fact that he was going to have to suffer through an incredibly smug book club meeting 
eventually. It was kind of a miracle that Mobei-Jun had managed to escape the only "book 
club" meeting he'd attended without learning more about Tianlang-Jun's sex life and his 
opinions on everyone else's. 


There were some surprises, of course, but much more manageable ones! Much more 
enjoyable! One of Mobei-Jun's cousins - an older one, a descendant of his great-grandfather 
by way of a great-aunt - had challenged Mobei-Jun to a duel over allowing a human to take a 
position of importance within the Ice Palace. Even if Shang Qinghua was Tianlang-Jun's 


Imperial Advisor, especially because Shang Qinghua was a servant of the Demon Emperor, 
this self-important Northern Desert Clan demon felt like a human had no place in their court. 


Shang Qinghua got to sit on the royal balcony of the Ice Palace's arena, accompanied by the 
palace steward and surrounded by Mobei-Jun's most trusted guards, and watch Mobei-Jun 
fight a duel against some challenger who probably hadn't even been named in Proud 
Immortal Demon Way. Mobei-Jun wasn't at all worried about it, so Shang Qinghua got to sit 
back and appreciate the fight without worrying too much about the outcome. The challenger 
wasn't bad, but all of Mobei-Jun's practice against the Heavenly Guard made any allowed 
limitations little disadvantage to him. 


It was very sexy! Very cool! 


One servant of another member of the Northern Desert Clan tried to sneak their way onto the 
royal balcony, but Shang Qinghua missed it due to leaning forward to fully appreciate the 
flex of Mobei-Jun's muscles. The guards physically dragged the servant, who did have a knife 
up their sleeve, before Shang Qinghua could even notice anything was wrong. Good service! 


The only surprise that Shang Qinghua really didn't like was when some warrior demoness 
showed up to the Ice Palace with an entourage, allegedly invited by one of Mobei-Jun's 
relatives. Shang Qinghua's first assumption was self-centered: these were obviously more 
assassins who had come to kill him. He was wrong. It turned out that this beautiful warrior 
demoness was here to tell Mobei-Jun why she would be an excellent queen, though she didn't 
say such a thing directly. No one in the Northern King's Hall could doubt that she was here 
on a seduction mission. 


She ignored Shang Qinghua completely! At least until Shang Qinghua said casually: "Oh, 
you're from the Red Water Clan? The Underground Ministry recently received your clan's 
petition regarding that very important matter with the Black River Eel Clan... I would have 
thought that your clan would have preferred to send a representative to the Heavenly Valley 
when the situation looked so favorable towards the Black River Eel Clan. How strange... 
how strange..." 


And then the visiting warrior demoness abruptly started treating the Imperial Advisor with 
the utmost respect and it turned out that had only intended on staying at the Ice Palace for a 
few days at most. In fact, she had only come to the Ice Palace in order to pay her respects to 
the man in charge of the Underground Ministry! Here was a gift for him! It had definitely not 
originally been intended as a second gift for the Northern King. With only a little 
conversation, this warrior demoness agreed with Shang Qinghua completely that she ought to 
return to her mother as soon as possible to improve their case, making use of the Imperial 
Advisor's generous political advice. 


The Northern Desert Clan relative who had invited the Red Water Clan demons looked 
horrified. The steward of the Ice Palace, who had been upset by the surprise arrival, looked 
incredibly impressed. Mobei-Jun looked like he was trying not to laugh in front of his entire 
court. 


Shang Qinghua worried briefly that the interaction made him look crazy and clingy, but it 
turned out later that Mobei-Jun thought unreasonable and ferocious jealousy was intensely 


hot. He liked Shang Qinghua being possessive of him and mean about it. He found it sexy. 


"You could have been crueller," Mobei-Jun said, when Shang Qinghua was cuddled up 
against him, enjoying the afterglow. "That would have also been attractive." 


"Holy shit, you're weird," Shang Qinghua said, hiding his face against Mobei-Jun's side, 
trying not to laugh. "Look, that wasn't even that bad, actually! I overreacted! Maybe! I 
promise that if it ever happens again and they don't back off immediately, my king, then I'll 
get really tyrannical and creative and weird about it, just for you. I don't know if I can stop 
that happening, actually." 


Demon Emperor Luo Binghe of Proud Immortal Demon Way was going to have nothing on 
him. 


Mobei-Jun made a sound of interest, like he wanted to see this happen. He was so weird. 
Shang Qinghua liked him so much. It couldn't be healthy liking someone this much. 


Shang Qinghua did miss the Underground Palace, more than he had expected that he would 
miss it, and not just because not knowing exactly what was going on at the Underground 
Ministry was making him anxious. He really liked sharing a bed with Mobei-Jun. He 
appreciated the fact that Mobei-Jun had brought in magical furniture and warm blankets and 
had ordered the steward to help him pick additional carpets for the Northern King's personal 
apartments. But Shang Qinghua did miss his own Lord Advisor's Apartments in the Inner 
Palace as well. 


He missed the feel of his own bed and being able to sleep without playing the "balance the 
temperature exactly right" game. He missed the drinks that he would mix for himself. The 
cooks at the Ice Palace were feeding him very well now, most of the time, but he missed his 
favorite foods and the array of dishes more easily found in the Heavenly Valley. 


The Ice Palace of the Northern Desert was gorgeous, but so was the Inner Underground 
Palace of the Heavenly Valley. Shang Qinghua had taken pride in the rooms and offices he'd 
arranged to his own tastes. As well as the more ambitious projects that he'd organized for the 
imperial couple, like the renovations to the Saintly Hall or the Red Tree Atrium. He missed 
the Imperial City as well, though he hadn't been able to explore it and enjoy it properly ever 
since the relentless assassination attempts had started, that trip to the Imperial Opera House 
being the exception. There were villages outside the Ice Palace, and all over the northern 
kingdoms, but Mobei-Jun was being cautious in showing them off for his safety. 


He missed his books and his papers, even if he was starting a nice little collection here in the 
Ice Palace. It was kind of nice to start fresh! In his boredom in the evenings, Shang Qinghua 
had started to make more silly drawings and even write some little things. No stories. No new 
version of Proud Immortal Demon Way or any other novel. Not yet. Just little jokes and 
observations to accompany his silly drawings. He felt awkward about having to ask Mobei- 
Jun to order the servants to bring supplies. 


He missed his work. As much as he was enjoying his enforced vacation, he did miss his 
work, the joy of a well-organized scheme, even if he was sticking his nose deeper into the Ice 


Palace's affairs than anyone except Mobei-Jun and some of the senior staff liked. However, 
he could admit that this journey had revealed to him that he had needed to delegate more. 


And he missed the people. Letters carried to the Ice Palace by the wind demon Shuang Yun 
had come from every single member of the imperial family. Shang Qinghua did miss 
Tianlang-Jun's schemes and wry humor, so long as they weren't directed towards him. He 
missed Su Xiyan's sharp wit and ruthless wisdom. Their letters revealed that they missed him 
as well. Luo Wenmin wished him well and asked if he was eating well. Binghe wanted to 
know whether or not Shang Qinghua had seen any cool northern monsters and if his uncle 
was going to be back for his birthday. 


Su Xiyan wasn't giving him any details about her progress hunting down the people who had 
started this latest mad dash of people trying to kill him. She claimed that it was going very 
well, however, and seemed pleased with herself. Shang Qinghua didn't bother asking any 
follow-up questions, because then he'd have to think too much about leaving. 


The only really notable assassination attempt that happened was also orchestrated by one of 
Mobei-Jun's distant family members who really hated humans, but it wasn't really notable for 
the reasons that the person behind it wanted it to be. They arranged for Shang Qinghua and 
Mobei-Jun to visit a village with a watchtower on the edge of the Northern Desert, citing an 
emergency spotting of an abyssal beast, and then as soon as Mobei-Jun and Shang Qinghua 
climbed to the top of the watchtower to speak with the leader of the guards there, the 
watchtower was set on fire. To the assassin's credit, the fire was started using Black Sun 
Immortal Fire powder! Which was very dangerous towards ice demons! 


The fire surrounded the watchtower completely, which made it extremely difficult for Mobei- 
Jun's shadow-stepping abilities to cross the ring, but he could also just... go through it if he 
was willing to burn himself a little. They opened a window, knocked some of the wall out to 
make the opening bigger, Mobei-Jun threw the panicking local guards over the ring of 
flames, and then Shang Qinghua stepped on his sword and simply carried Mobei-Jun over the 
rising fire. 


They watched the watchtower burn down from a safe distance. 
"I think that everyone involved in this forgot that I can fucking fly," Shang Qinghua said. 


Mobei-Jun, who had so far been extremely displeased by all of this and had been making 
plans for what to do about the offending family member, snorted. "Yes, most likely," he 
agreed. 


Afterwards, they went back to the Ice Palace, and Mobei-Jun doted on him that evening in 
silent apology for the mess. The Northern Desert Clan demon who had tried to orchestrate 
their untimely demise was enjoying the hospitality of the palace dungeons, to be judged in a 
few days, because Shang Qinghua and Mobei-Jun had to visit A-Zhao at the White Sea 
Palace tomorrow. Mobei-Jun fell asleep first, leaving Shang Qinghua to stare at the dark 
ceiling, with one of the ice demon's cold arms resting possessively over the fur blankets 
keeping him warm. 


"I could get used to this," Shang Qinghua thought, and it was scarier than anything else that 
had happened to him that day. He was in a serious romantic relationship with the man of his 
dreams. He didn't want to lose this. He didn't know how to keep it. 


All good things eventually came to an end. A little over a month after Shang Qinghua had 
first come to the Ice Palace, Shuang Yun arrived one morning with a message from the 
Demon Emperor. Mobei-Jun accepted the letter from the wind demon, opened it, frowned at 
the tiny text within, and disgustedly passed it along for Shang Qinghua to read it to him. 


"Oh," Shang Qinghua said. "They've caught the people who started this nonsense and have 
dealt with them. The Emperor wants you to open a portal so he can come here." The exact 
location and timing of the request was written just below. 


Mobei-Jun was not pleased about this. He paced up and down the Northern King's Hall, 
occasionally spitting out complaints. He didn't know whether or not Tianlang-Jun and Su 
Xiyan had caught the right people. He doubted that they had caught all of Shang Qinghua's 
enemies. It was impolite of the Demon Emperor to make such a request with so little 
warning. 


It was so ridiculous that Shang Qinghua laughed. "My king, are you really complaining about 
the Demon Emperor being rude? You might as well complain about water making things 
wet!" 


Mobei-Jun glowered at him, but obligingly came back over when Shang Qinghua held out his 
hands. Mobei-Jun took those hands in his own hands, holding them tightly, but not painfully 
tight. Shang Qinghua rubbed his fingers over Mobei-Jun's knuckles, enjoying the touch. 


"I'm not too pleased about this either?" he said. "I mean, I'm happy it's over! This has been 
really stressful for me! I was probably being a little reckless before, but being stuck in the 
Inner Palace and Underground Ministry was making me feel like I needed to chew my own 
arm off. The northern kingdoms have been a breath of fresh air in comparison! I don't want to 
go..." 


"Then don't," Mobei-Jun said, like it was that simple. 


It was tempting to tell Mobei-Jun to just leave Tianlang-Jun hanging, but Shang Qinghua 
really wanted to know what had happened, so they went to a good place at the right time, and 
Mobei-Jun ripped open a shadowy pathway between spaces so that the Demon Emperor 
could step through. Tianlang-Jun looked very impressive. He was dressed in the black and 
red robes of the Saintly House, almost properly arranged, with priceless gold jewelry that 
matched his heavenly demon mark. He didn't have Zhuzhi-Lang with him, which was a little 
odd. 


"Ahhh, I always forget how cold it is up here! The Northern Desert is one place where it's 
easier than usual to convince Zhuzhi to stay behind," Tianlang-Jun declared, immediately 
answering that unasked question. "Qinghua! My Lord Advisor! You're looking very 
northern!" 


Shang Qinghua raised a gloved hand and waved. He knew that Tianlang-Jun was talking 
about the Northern Desert Clan colors as much as the clothes to keep from freezing to death. 


"And Mobei! Very much in your element here!" Tianlang-Jun smiled very widely, an 
expression which often made demons take a step back. "How have you been enjoying my 
Lord Advisor company? He says that you've been a wonderful host! I'm very pleased to hear 
that." 


"It's true, I've been having a wonderful vacation!" Shang Qinghua said. "Very restful!" 
"Good, good, I'm sure that you can't wait to come home again." 
"Ah..." 


Tianlang-Jun was smiling the smile of someone who not only could do this all day, but also 
would do this all day until he got what he wanted. He knew. Shang Qinghua hadn't told 
anyone in his letters about the shift in his relationship with Mobei-Jun. However, he didn't 
doubt that the Demon Emperor had stooped to interrogating Shuang Yun for extra details on 
Shang Qinghua and Mobei-Jun's appearances and interactions, and lesser demons than that 
young wind demon would have cracked under such pressure. 


However, telling Tianlang-Jun was in some ways equivalent to declaring, "We want to get 
married!" There was no backing out of that shit. Shang Qinghua was suffering the dreadful 
realization that he wasn't actually completely sure whether or not Mobei-Jun wanted to get 
married; he wasn't sure whether or not he wanted to get married. Shit. Shit, shit, shit! 


"We actually kind of had plans...?" Shang Qinghua said. "There's an important clan event 
coming up really soon and it's really important that Mobei-Jun oversee it personally." 


"Well, then! He can stay here and you can come back to the Heavenly Valley with me, since 
there's no more reason for the Northern King to act as your bodyguard," Tianlang-Jun said, as 
though he was being very reasonable. "There are some urgent matters at the Underground 
Ministry that have been waiting for your attention. And we do have that old ritual regarding 
the Holy Mausoleum coming up again, the preparations for which could use your input, as 
we don't want to repeat the mess that happened last year. Or so my wife says. / thought it was 
funny." 


"Er " 


Mobei-Jun was standing very stiffly beside him, being no help at all, even when Shang 
Qinghua looked up at him plaintively. It was hard to tell what he wanted Shang Qinghua to 
say here. Shang Qinghua didn't really know what he wanted to say here. 


"That sounds pretty important... My king, what do you think? Do you need me to stay here? 
Or maybe I could go back to the Underground Palace now and you could come see me after 
you're done...?" 


"Oh, we're always happy to have our favorite ice demon in the Underground Palace," 
Tianlang-Jun agreed. "Come over whenever you like, Mobei, and make yourself at home! I'm 


so glad to hear that you and my Lord Advisor have become so close to each other." 


"It's amazing what a lot of time spent together will do!" Shang Qinghua said, because it was 
either that or call the Demon Emperor a smug asshole. 


Mobei-Jun was frowning. He looked down at Shang Qinghua and said, "I do not need you for 
the hunt. It would be easier to supervise the event without your presence." 


Which... wasn't wrong? But Shang Qinghua wasn't expecting it for some reason and... it 
hurt. It made his heart feel like it was turning inside out for no good reason. Shang Qinghua 
wasn't needed to help anymore with the planning and he was slowing Mobei-Jun down when 
it came to fulfilling his duties as the greatest monster hunter of the northern kingdoms. 


"Ah, so... I should go back to the Underground Palace, then? And you can come find me 
afterwards?" 


Mobei-Jun nodded. 
"That sounds like a plan, my king." 


"Wonderful!" Tianlang-Jun declared. "I do so love it when a plan comes together! Mobei, you 
wouldn't mind opening another portal so I can take my Lord Advisor back, would you? It's 
such a long walk." 


"Wait! My stuff!" Shang Qinghua realized. 


Tianlang-Jun laughingly waved away his concern for his earthly goods. "You can come back 
for it! And if Mobei doesn't want to have you back, then we'll send someone to get it later. It's 
not as if you're leaving behind anything irreplaceable, hmmm?" 


It was true that he hadn't brought anything to the Ice Palace that he didn't have back at the 
Inner Underground Palace, more or less. There were the notes that he'd been writing and 
there was the book that he'd been reading, but... he liked the idea of leaving them... and he 
liked the idea of coming back for them. Like a foothold in the door. 


"Er, as long as Mobei-Jun doesn't mind if I keep taking up space when I'm not here...?" 


Finally, Mobei-Jun's cold expression softened slightly. "Everything will be looked after in 
your absence," he promised, like he wanted Shang Qinghua to come back instead of just 
wanting Tianlang-Jun gone. "You may return whenever you wish." 


It was a jarring way to leave the northern kingdoms, especially when Shang Qinghua and 
Mobei-Jun had been attached at the hip for months. Shang Qinghua tried to look over his 
shoulder as he left, but Tianlang-Jun flung an arm over his shoulders, a steadying connection 
when stepping through the disorienting shadowy portal. Even with all the experience that 
Shang Qinghua had been getting traveling this way, it was different without Mobei-Jun 
accompanying him, even more chilling and unpleasant, and it was only due to Tianlang-Jun's 
support that he stayed upright the whole way through and on the other side, instead of eating 
the dust on the ground of the Imperial City. 


Shang Qinghua received ten whole beautiful seconds of catching his breath, after the portal 
closed behind them, before the Demon Emperor broke the silence. 


"So..." Tianlang-Jun said eagerly. 


Shang Qinghua groaned. 


The walk back to the Inner Underground Palace confirmed several important facts. Yes, 
Tianlang-Jun knew that Shang Qinghua and Mobei-Jun had become officially romantically 
involved in the Ice Palace and had been "affectionate". Yes, he had grilled poor Shuang Yun 
for the details. And yes, he was absolutely thrilled that his scheme had been so successful. 


"Eventually," Tianlang-Jun added. "Eventually, it was successful! Xiyan said that all you two 
needed was space and she was right! You can thank her for the fact that I restrained myself as 
much as I did." 


"That was... that was restraint, huh?" 


"It was absolutely restraint! It was so clear! So obvious! Well, no, it wasn't, not at the very 
beginning, when you were running all over the place without a word to us. And of course, I 
didn't actually know that it would go so well once I realized the admiration that you held for 
that demon; there was always a chance that it wouldn't turn out so neatly. Mobei started out 
so impassive and resentful, it almost seemed like a bad idea at first, but you know that all I 
ever wanted from this was your happiness, Qinghua." 


"Right, I knew that. I knew that," Shang Qinghua lied. He was totally prepared to pretend to 
believe Tianlang-Jun's lies here. "Happiness" definitely hadn't been the only motivation. 


There was something both strange and soothing about being back in the Underground Palace, 
especially without Mobei-Jun by his side. The sight of a Stone General standing still in one 
hallway was startling, after the last encounter. They seemed bigger and heavier than he 
remembered, maybe? Was this one larger than the others somehow? He'd never had one of 
them turned against him before. 


"What? Oh, Xiyan figured out what happened there and it's not going to happen again! 
Someone had been whittling away at that broken one for months." Tianlang-Jun looped his 
arm back around Shang Qinghua's shoulders. "I wish my father hadn't made so damn many of 
those things. Come along, my wife is eager to see you! Just don't look at them. That's what I 
do." 


The Heavenly Guards looked pleased to see him again. So did the Inner Palace servants, who 
smiled widely and bowed deeply as Shang Qinghua passed. It was nice to see familiar faces. 


They found Su Xiyan waiting for them in a courtyard in the Inner Palace, where she stood up 
to wrap Shang Qinghua up in a soft and sweet-smelling embrace, extremely careful to keep 
her clawed jewelry from doing any damage. "Qinghua, how good to see you again! You look 
well! The Northern Desert Clan clothing suits you very well, but feel free to remove some of 
it. It does look very warm." 


It was. Shang Qinghua was glad to remove his coat and sit down for a break. "Do I get to 
know who was trying to kill me now? Don't keep me in suspense any longer." 


Su Xiyan smiled apologetically and said directly, "Unfortunately, it was the Magnolia Beetle 
Clan." 


Shang Qinghua was glad that he was already sitting down. He looked between the imperial 
couple, but there was no obvious indication that this was a joke. It wasn't that Shang Qinghua 
was especially attached to the Magnolia Beetle Clan or personally close to any members, but 
they had supposedly been an ally to the Underground Palace. Allies betrayed each other often 
enough in the Demon Realm, it was practically a national sport, but it was still a little 
surprising. 


"I helped them make a fortune and put their clan on the map," he said faintly. "I was still 
helping them." 


Tianlang-Jun gave him a pitying look. "They didn't like owing their success to a human... or 
at least the lord and his old mother didn't... and they ended up spending enough of their 
fortune in it that it seems they felt obligated to see it through to the end! They couldn't even 
bear the idea of being an anonymous laughingstock! That pride seems to be the end of so 
many demon lords..." 


"They also allegedly wished to stop paying tax and tribute to the Underground Palace, and 
assumed that they would be able to negotiate more favorable deals if you were gone, 
remaking their fortune twice or thrice over," Su Xiyan explained. "There are other potential 
motivations, including the collapse of the empire and the chance that the Underground Palace 
might make their neighbors equally successful, but it all very quickly began to sound like 
excuses. With such thin faces, anything would do." 


Shang Qinghua closed his eyes and put his head in his hands. "This was partly due to a sunk 
cost fallacy? Nearly killed by bad assassins with a fortune I helped make, holy shit..." 


Tianlang-Jun reached around to pat him on the shoulder. "Welcome to the experience of 
being a heavenly demon! The bad side of the experience, that is..." 


"We've dealt with the offenders," Su Xiyan said, with ruthless certainty. "The crow demon 
Princess Wuya was more than happy to assist in exchange for the dissolution of the betrothal 
and the pitiful remainder of her former future husband's fortune. Jiachong-Jun is dead. The 
ignorant remnants of the Magnolia Beetle Clan, those who were not punished for their 
offenses, shall have to make their own way now, without the favor of the Underground 
Palace." 


"Good, good, thank you, that's good. I'm going to have to rework so many plans and maps!" 
Shang Qinghua complained. "I was so good to them! And this is how they repay me? 
Really?!" 


"Yes, that's how it goes," Tianlang-Jun said, matter-of-fact, sympathetic rather than bitter. 
"It's annoying, isn't it? You think you know someone, then it turns out that they want to drink 
your blood or possess your body or something like that, and not in any kind of fun way." 


"We are sorry that we did not catch them sooner, Qinghua," Su Xiyan said, apparently 
sincerely. 


"Ah, it's fine. Better a good job than a rush job." 


"They were unfortunately good at working through others and then covering their tracks... 
Their inexperience and lack of connections and lack of easy avenues through our security 
made for some... reckless and unconventional methods." 


"Ha ha, that's one way of putting it," Shang Qinghua agreed. "I see this kind of thing in 
Ministry business sometimes, you know, and I saw it back on An Ding, too." 


"Oh?" 


"Someone who knows the rules, who makes good choices, you can predict them. Someone 
who has no idea what they're doing? That's scary! That's how you get exploding warehouses 
because someone doesn't know not to store certain kinds of spiritual rock in direct sunlight 
surrounded by flammable materials." 


Tianlang-Jun laughed. "That has always been my favorite part of watching Zhuzhi fight!" he 
confessed fondly. "He was such a reckless terror when he was younger! Making it all up as he 
went! He has so much more training and experience now, but he still retains some of that 
wild unpredictability that puts demons and humans alike back on the wrong foot." 


Su Xiyan smiled. "He's certainly unique. He was of great help in ending this aggravating 
situation." 


"Money does talk, as they say... but Zhuzhi's fangs can say a great deal by themselves as 
well," Tianlang-Jun agreed proudly. "We both helped, of course, but I think that my dear 
nephew was really taking this situation seriously and you know how he gets when he forms 
his little plans." 


"Ha ha, right," Shang Qinghua said weakly. 


"As well as the Magnolia Beetle Clan," Su Xiyan continued, "there were some others who 
decided to take their chances in the chaos, as you know, who have also been dealt with 
accordingly, along with their accomplices within the Underground Palace. Examples have 
been made." 


She had a way of saying that that was both slightly unnerving and comforting. Shang 
Qinghua was so glad that Su Xiyan liked him; she really did make a wonderful tyrannical 
Demon Empress. 


"I would not recommend wandering freely just yet," Su Xiyan cautioned, "but the Heavenly 
Guard should serve as adequate protection for the moment." 


"Thank you." 


Next, she said: "Did Mobei-Jun remain at the Ice Palace? I had expected him to insist on 
accompanying you here." The sly tone of her voice was unmistakable. 


Shang Qinghua looked at her with the despair of the defeated. "Ah, you too?" 


Su Xiyan laughed. "I do promise that we did not intentionally draw out this ridiculous affair, 
no matter how convenient it is for us that you and Mobei-Jun have become so close because 
of it. Closer than I had imagined, even. I am very happy for you, Qinghua." 


"You should have seen Mobei's face when I showed up to get my Lord Advisor back from 
him," Tianlang-Jun said gleefully to his wife. "Usually, people who look at me that way are 
trying to tear off my limbs! It was quite ferocious! Very entertaining...!" 


Shang Qinghua looked between them. "Convenient for you?" he repeated. 


"To have the Northern King drawn in as an even closer ally," Su Xiyan explained easily. 
"There were some... other plans... before this ridiculous and honestly frustrating situation 
inspired my husband to create such a particular arrangement... and this seems to have 
worked out better than I could have hoped for. You are happy, aren't you, Qinghua?" 


"Yes...?" Shang Qinghua said slowly. "I think so? I also think that I'm missing something 
here." 


"I often feel that way," Tianlang-Jun said sympathetically. "If you ignore the feeling, I'm sure 
that it will go away in time. How do you feel about an autumn wedding?" 


Really badly, apparently. The thought of a wedding made Shang Qinghua feel like his heart 
was in the front seat of a car that was crashing into a wall. It was too early for marriage! 
Wasn't it? It was! No matter what unhappy noises some of Mobei-Jun's elderly relatives in 
the Ice Palace were making about young people making shameless and dishonorable choices 
- such as not only moving a human into his bedroom, but also then not marrying them. 


Also, if Shang Qinghua didn't learn the truth about what was happening here, there was a 
chance that he'd start gnawing at his arm in a desperate attempt to get out of this trap. Was it a 
trap? It felt like a trap. 


Su Xiyan studied whatever expression he was making and sighed. "Qinghua, what do you 
think would happen if both my husband and I were killed?" 


".. What?" 
"You do remember our plans?" 


"Yes...? I thought the idea was to take Binghe and Granny Luo and then run for it?" Shang 
Qinghua had made a lot of different escape plans with Su Xtyan and Tianlang-Jun, in the 
event of some disaster or another. He still reviewed those exit strategies occasionally. 


Tianlang-Jun nodded approvingly. "It's a good idea." 


Su Xiyan looked at her husband with fond exasperation. "Yes, but surely we can improve 
upon those plans? In the case that I am widowed, I may be capable of holding the Saintly 
Throne for just long enough for Binghe to grow old enough to take it for himself, but only 


with support. In the case that we are both killed, then it should be possible for you to hold the 
Saintly Throne." 


Shang Qinghua stared at her, opening and closing his mouth several times. "I'd get killed...? 
Immediately...?" 


Su Xiyan now looked at him with fond exasperation. "Not with support. Unfortunately, 
Zhuzhi-Lang does not possess the foresight nor the desire to hold the throne by himself, and 
you do not possess the necessary power or skill in combat to do the same, which would make 
you well-matched to rule together in the event of a tragedy, except..." 


"My wife is of the opinion that if I am dead, my beloved nephew will have made a great 
effort to have died first," Tianlang-Jun said wryly. "She's probably right." 


"Which leaves you, Qinghua, and Binghe," Su Xiyan said, "and now, so it seems, Mobei- 
Jun." She looked very pleased with this for a moment, before she said seriously, "The Demon 
Realm is - not unlike the Human Realm - a very dangerous place, especially for heavenly 
demons and humans who consider them family. The dangers are many, and relentless, and 
very often unreasonable and unpredictable and unimaginably foolish, and it would be... 
arrogant to assume that my skills and wits and powers are too great to be matched... that I 
will never make mistakes." 


Even Tianlang-Jun's expression was very serious here, uncomfortable and grim, though he 
quickly tried to smile again. "Oh, don't make that face, Qinghua! We fully intend to live long 
and happy lives! My beautiful wife is being sensible about this, however, and I agree that I 
ought to have learned some lessons from the Demon Emperors I've personally witnessed fail 
to reign forever." 


"Our list of truly trustworthy allies is unfortunately short, but to have the Northern King as 
one of them?" Su Xiyan's voice turned pleased again. "There is almost no need for any of the 
others. He is also the most dangerous threat to the Saintly Throne, of course, but you seem 
very sure that he does not truly want it for himself, and I do trust your judgment, Qinghua." 


"And there is the issue of what to do if our precocious son doesn't want an Empire," 
Tianlang-Jun said cheerfully. "Mobei-Jun can have it in that case." 


Su Xiyan looked like she disagreed with this, but she wasn't going to have this argument 
again. "This is all, of course, planning for scenarios that I do not intend to allow to come to 
pass, but it is unwise not to make preparations now that we have the privilege to make such 
plans." 


"If something happened, you wanted Mobei-Jun to step in as temporary Emperor?!" Shang 
Qinghua said, forcing himself to think about it. "You want that?" 


Of all the demon lords out there who could lend support, Mobei-Jun was probably one of the 

most likely to treat Binghe well, even if Shang Qinghua hadn't been a part of the equation. If 

Shang Qinghua had been stuck in that nightmare scenario where Tianlang-Jun, Su Xiyan, and 
Zhuzhi-Lang had been killed, backed into a corner, he might have run towards Mobei-Jun for 
help even when he'd thought that Mobei-Jun resented him. He was a fast talker! He could 


have made some good points and probably stopped Mobei-Jun from trying to kill him on 
sight! It made sense. 


"Yes, in the case of disaster," Su Xiyan said calmly. Then, with a hint of wry humor, she 
added, "Or perhaps in the case of a family vacation. I do miss traveling." 


Tianlang-Jun sighed wistfully. "As do I." 


"It would set my heart at ease if you had such strong and faithful support while we were 
away, Qinghua. We invited Mobei-Jun to the Underground Palace in order to investigate the 
possibilities." 


"You could have told me about this earlier..." Shang Qinghua said faintly. It made sense. He 
still didn't like feeling blindsided by it like this. 


"Well, as the Northern King had proved himself a reliable general yet again, we intended to 
speak to you about it," Su Xiyan agreed. "It's a very serious matter, discussing the 
arrangements for the care of our young son and his inheritance, in the event of our untimely 
deaths." 


"But then you started running away!" Tianlang-Jun said gleefully. "From us and from poor, 
confused Mobei!" 


"That seemed a more pressing matter," Su Xiyan agreed, smiling mischievously. "The last- 
minute arrangement for your own safety was genuine. We did need to know if you and 
Mobei-Jun were capable of cooperating in stressful circumstances together, though we had no 
idea how long the matter would actually take... or that you would end this arrangement as 
anything more than friendly acquaintances, perhaps even friends, at best." 


"I was delighted by this turn of events," Tianlang-Jun said, as though this hadn't been 
incredibly obvious the entire time. "It made things so much more entertaining." 


Shang Qinghua put his head back in his hands and groaned. He still didn't feel good about 
this, he didn't like it, even if he intellectually understood most of it. After all of these 
revelations, he wanted to go back to his own bed and nap the rest of the day away, and maybe 
complain to Mobei-Jun about it all later. This was what happened to you when you decided to 
make friends with cunning emperors and manipulative empresses! It was nothing but 
schemes upon schemes! 


"Mobei-Jun doesn't know about any of this, does he?" Shang Qinghua asked. 
Tianlang-Jun laughed. 


"Of course not," Su Xiyan said. "Would you like to tell him or shall I?" 


Chapter End Notes 


Sometimes, when you send your heir out into the countryside to be raised in safety and 
secrecy, you are going to get a Country Boy. Modern AU Mobei Zhao would sit through 
driving lessons with his older brother and older brother's boyfriend, carefully not 
mentioning the fact that he taught himself to drive the tractor when he was nine years 
old. Zhuzhi-Lang is not so much a Country Boy, in my opinion, as he is a straight-up 
Wild Animal who decided to live with Tianlang-Jun one day, even if that meant being 
dragged to theater performances. 


The Saintly Throne Hall Meeting: 

Shang Qinghua: (internally) "I have to get out of here before Mobei-Jun kills me!!!" 
*flees * 

Mobei-Jun: "I must leave and go anywhere but here." *teleports out of the room* 

Su Xiyan, who was responsibly trying to look into guardianship and regency options for 
her beloved son in the case of tragedy: "...So..." 

Tianlang-Jun, now vibrating with excitement beside his wife: "SO...!" 


Here and Now 


Chapter Notes 


Warning for canon-typical violence again, more explicitly on-screen. 
This final chapter is around 11,000 words long. 


Enjoy! VY Y 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Su Xiyan came to visit him in his apartments to apologize to him for their schemes, which 
was presumably all part of her cunning scheme to get him to forgive her. It worked. Shang 
Qinghua still didn't like it, the whole arrangement was kind of one of the most embarrassing 
things to ever happen to him, but he could have fought harder to get rid of the arrangement 
with Mobei-Jun as his bodyguard, and he hadn't, just as he could have invested time in 
making better plans for what to do in the case his friends were murdered and the empire was 
threatening to break apart beneath him, and he hadn't done that either. He could respect a 
good scheme. 


It definitely helped that the scheme had helped hook him up with the man of his dreams. He 
wasn't handing Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan all the credit, of course, but he could admit that 
they had helped. 


"As a personal apology, I am prepared to do my best to prevent my husband from planning 
any weddings for as long as possible," Su Xiyan said, generously, but not without 
amusement. She had married Tianlang-Jun. She liked his bullshit. "I am not capable of 
holding him off indefinitely, however, so I must ask your... perspective on the relationship." 


"My what?" 


"My husband is a romantic. I must begin planning if I must let him down gently because you 
and Mobei-Jun are not as invested in the relationship as he is." Su Xiyan put down her teacup 
and looked at him expectantly. "What is your perspective on the matter?" 


"I don't... know...?" 


Su Xiyan nodded like this was a reasonable thing to say, which did make Shang Qinghua feel 
a little better. How was he supposed to make perfect sense of all of his feelings? He had spent 
a significant part of his life, both lives, doing his best not to pay too much attention to his 
feelings, and he still wasn't certain that human beings were supposed to experience so many 
feelings at once. 


He missed Mobei-Jun. It had only been a couple days and already the bed felt empty and he 
was always turning to say something to someone who wasn't there. The Inner Palace felt too 
warm now, though he was adjusting, especially now that he had full access to his closet 
again. His filthiest sexual fantasies were degrading into just cuddling up against Mobei-Jun's 
side, although he was doing his best to keep a mental list of the good ideas. He wanted to see 
how the coming-of-age hunt was coming along, to know that A-Zhao wasn't doing anything 
stupid despite everything, and to make sure that Mobei-Jun wasn't making his stupid 
ancestral headaches worse by failing to take care of himself. 


"I've never been in love before," Shang Qinghua admitted. "I... It's a good feeling. I like the 
feeling. I don't need help identifying that part, the whole wanting to be around someone 
almost constantly and, uh, other things, is pretty obvious. The stuff that poets and novelists 
write about, to be sure!" 


"To be sure," Su Xiyan repeated. 

Shang Qinghua nodded. "To be sure! So, uh, how do you know it lasts?" 

Su Xiyan thought about it, or at least pretended to think about it. "You do not know." 
"Fuck, I thought you'd say that." 


"One can only move forward with understanding and good humor, and the will to find beauty 
and joy in the mundane, the upsetting, and absurd," Su Xiyan said wisely. "Or so I'm told and 
so I keep telling myself. I did not expect to fall in love, you know." 


"Aha, yeah, we have that in common, actually. It wasn't something that I planned on 
happening? Too busy for it! Too bitter and weird for it!" 


"Mmmm, I did not intend to marry, originally." 
"No?" 


"I was going to be the next Master of Huan Hua Palace, that was my great ambition, and it 
seemed advantageous to remain unattached, so that I could play my rivals and allies and 
enemies off against one another as suitors for as long as possible," Su Xiyan said, with a 
faintly dreamy quality, like she would have enjoyed making her reverse-harem fight amongst 
themselves. Probably not in a sexy way, just in a political scheming kind of way. 


Shang Qinghua laughed, not having expected this admission of youthful fantasies. It fit! It fit 
what he knew of his friend's character very well! 


"That's, ah, a little dangerous, don't you think? The young masters of the cultivation world 
are nothing if not entitled and willing to whine about it, and some of them would get 
suspicious sooner or later, if only because someone told them to be." 


Su Xiyan laughed. "I did admit to myself that I would perhaps have to marry eventually, 
ideally some biddable and politically advantageous partner who would be content as a... 
consort within Huan Hua Palace... with whatever power that I allowed them. I was very 


headstrong and resentful as a girl, as you can imagine, and this begrudging alternative plan 
was as far as I had managed to mellow for some time even as the years passed me by." 


Shang Qinghua nodded understandingly. Who didn't foster some daydreams about what they 
would do with ultimate power? About how they would do ultimate power right? Airplane 
Shooting Towards The Sky had made his meager living selling people repetitive daydreams 
about the exciting and sexy and incredibly violent life of an overpowered stallion 
protagonist! 


"...I think that Tianlang-Jun would have enjoyed being the Huan Hua Palace Mistress," Shang 
Qinghua declared finally. "He'd make a terrible trophy wife, but he'd enjoy it a lot!" 


Su Xiyan threw her head back and cackled wickedly. "I would have liked to make the 
cultivation world deal with that! A Demon Emperor as the Palace Mistress! It would be quite 
amusing until he inevitably got bored of the situation... and poor Zhuzhi wouldn't enjoy it in 
the least." 


"There would be a body count to those tea parties and banquets, presided over by those two," 
Shang Qinghua agreed. "Just like there is here!" 


Su Xiyan sighed dreamily again, like she was imagining her snake demon nephew-in-law 
devouring some of her former sect members whole. Though, of course, maybe Shang 
Qinghua was projecting! He did personally sometimes like to imagine Zhuzhi-Lang 
devouring some of his own former sect members whole. It was a very cathartic daydream. 


"Do you fear that your current entanglement is built on an infatuation?" Su Xiyan asked him. 
" No ou" 


How was he supposed to explain that this had all started a lifetime ago with an infatuation 
with a completely fictional character? It was complicated! Shang Qinghua probably wouldn't 
call it an infatuation now, because Mobei-Jun could be too far too flawed and frustrating for 
that. Shang Qinghua had now cleaned up his ideal man's vomit. 


"But how do you know that this is happening because it's real or because I want it to be 
real?" 


Su Xiyan raised her eyebrows. "Do you think that he's pretending?" 
"No, that's... no." 


It was easy to see why Mobei-Jun had called him ridiculous for being a coward for so long. 
He had told Mobei-Jun that he wanted to be in love... and Mobei-Jun had immediately kissed 
him and dragged him into bed. Mobei-Jun had moved him into his home and allowed him to 
start giving orders around the Ice Palace even before that, to sit with him when he was hurt, 
to speak to him about things that no one else knew. Mobei-Jun had not only told him about 
A-Zhao, the ice demon had asked him what to do about his secret half-brother and listened to 
his advice. 


Some of Mobei-Jun's coolness and confidence must have rubbed off on him, while they were 
rubbing off on each other, because he now thought simply, "Well, he wouldn't be fucking me if 
he didn't want to be fucking me," and it filled him with determination. Mobei-Jun liked him. 
Mobei-Jun just wasn't the sort of person who actually pretended to like someone if he was 
only being forced to tolerate someone. Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky ought to know 
that. 


"That sounded surprisingly certain," Su Xiyan observed. 
"Ha ha, yeah..." 


It was a little surprising: Shang Qinghua didn't doubt Mobei-Jun's feelings at all. Well, the 
subject of marriage was still shaky, the vaguest of plans still unconfirmed; maybe Mobei-Jun 
didn't want to get married at all because he secretly disliked the institution of marriage 
entirely. Maybe the character of Mobei-Jun in Proud Immortal Demon Way had been judging 
serial groom Luo Binghe immensely for his poor life choices the entire time. (Actually, 
having gotten to know Mobei-Jun personally, the demon lord had definitely been secretly 
judging the protagonist's marriages the entire time.) Which, in some ways, made the real 
problem even worse. 


"Maybe /'m the one pretending," he said morosely. 
"...Are you?" Su Xiyan asked. 

"No...?" 

"Hm, that was far less certain." 


Shang Qinghua took a deep breath and sighed. "I like him! I'm not pretending that I really 
like him! It does fit the general description of... ah... love. It's just... have you ever wanted 
something so much...?" 


"To the point of denying the truth of the situation until a miserable fate befell me due to my 
own arrogance and ambition?" Su Xiyan asked. "Yes." 


"Ah... right." 


"Although that was possibly as much wanting to remain the head disciple, wanting to 
continue on my original path, as it was wanting not to be in any form of love with a heavenly 
demon. I do not know if the situation is truly comparable." 


"Probably not...?" Shang Qinghua sighed. "Maybe." 


Su Xiyan nodded understandably, which was incredible, because Shang Qinghua wasn't 
making sense even to himself and he knew it. He had everything he could have ever wanted 
as a lowly outer disciple of An Ding Peak! If he could meet himself from ten or twenty years 
ago, his younger self might try to strangle him out of overwhelming envy! He needed to stop 
looking for the catch! All of those assassination attempts had skewed his general perspective 
on life too much, probably. 


"Certain types of pretense often carry the unfortunate or fortunate risk of becoming real. I 
take it that you at least do not need or desire our assistance in removing yourself from this 
relationship?" Su Xiyan said politely. "Do you want to end it?" 


"NO! No, no, no! I don't need anyone to break up with anyone else for me!" 
"Hm." 
"Is your husband trying to do that?" 


"Not as far as I'm aware, as of about an hour ago." They both knew that Tianlang-Jun could 
have gotten up to almost anything in the past hour. "He was, when I left him, attempting to 
engage Zhuzhi in a casual conversation about decorative flower arrangements for weddings.' 


Shang Qinghua sagged back against his seat in relief. 


"I believe he is trying to convince his nephew to finally discuss his passionate relationship 
with one of your assistants," Su Xiyan said, with a wry smile. "He was not having much 
success." 


Shang Qinghua nodded, making note of the potential escape route. A person did not 
necessarily have to outrun a deadly monster, so long as they could outrun someone else, and 
Shang Qinghua was not above tripping Zhuzhi-Lang and Lu Qiufang into the trap of the 
Demon Emperor's wedding planning. First to date, first to marry! Wasn't that what they said? 
He didn't actually know how old Zhuzhi-Lang was, but it was possible that the snake demon 
was older than him too, in this lifetime. 


"No one does uncooperative blob better than Zhuzhi-Lang," Shang Qinghua said enviously 


"If you are happy to continue the relationship, if the idea of ending it makes you distraught, 
and you have no reason to doubt his fidelity, then all seems to be well to my eyes," Su Xiyan 
said, with a satisfied expression. A person might suspect that she'd recently orchestrated the 
complete collapse of a traitorous enemy demon clan recently, in order to appear so very 
smug. "The cure for such anxiety may only be time and reunion. Separations are difficult, 
especially the first ones." 


"_.. Yeah, sure." 


As much as he missed Mobei-Jun, however, Shang Qinghua was also enjoying the freedom to 
scratch his own ass without fear or realization that he was being watched. Mobei-Jun didn't 
care, but this poor, average human was trying his best to appear sexy! There was probably a 
matchmaking precept about how farting freely was for after marriage. 


"Marriage is so permanent, though," he complained. 
Su Xiyan raised her eyebrows. "Ideally, in many cases, though not always." 


"Ha ha, of course, there's always divorce and separation and, you know, murder." Shang 
Qinghua gestured helplessly, reaching for words to make sense of his dread. "Even without 
taking any bows, I'm looking at... the rest of my life here. This could be a' the rest of my life’ 


thing! Probably living in the Ice Palace. Taking on these duties. Looking after those 
responsibilities. Years and years and years..." 


The years were stretching out ahead of him in his mind, taking on new shapes. They weren't 
bad shapes, exactly. He wasn't sure how he felt about potentially being crowned the "queen" 
of the northern kingdoms someday. His emotions were landing somewhere between "Oh, 
shit, my readers can never find out about this!" and "What the fuck is even happening?" and 
"Should I send an invitation to Cang Qiong just to fuck with them, yes or also yes?" and "Ha, 
he's mine now, assholes!" 


"Is that so different from your life here? Now?" Su Xiyan asked. 


"...No...?" Shang Qinghua cleared his throat. "Honestly, I spent most of the early years in the 
Demon Realm convinced that we were all going to die...? Maybe half the time? Twenty-five 
percent of the time, at least? I've kind of been approaching it on a day-by-day basis, in some 
respects. Not for the long-term logistics, of course! But, you know, personally..." 


"I see." 


"And now this! Now there's constant teasing about weddings! And arrangements for 
guardianship of Binghe and Imperial Regents?! And taking some steps back from the 
Underground Ministry? And, ah, figuring out what to do about heirs for him too! It's all... 
settling down." 


"Is it not exciting enough for you, Qinghua?" Su Xiyan said teasingly. 
"Ha!" 

"We can hire our own assassins to spice up the relationship again." 

"Ha! Please don't!" 

"Mobei-Jun does not even have to know it was us." 

"If I want assassins, I'll hire my own assassins! And I don't want assassins!" 
Su Xiyan sighed. "If you insist." 

"I do insist! I am very much insisting here." 

"Mm, you've talked about heirs? That seems promising." 


"It came up because his family was bothering him about it," Shang Qinghua lied. He didn't 
have to fake his disgruntlement at all. "One of them even invited some beautiful warrior 
demoness from another clan to come seduce him or something. Maybe they wanted a puppet 
candidate in as his co-ruler? I barely had to do anything to scare her off." 


Su Xiyan, who terrified nearly every spouse in the Heavenly Valley and a significant number 
of the demon lords as well, smiled widely. "The young wind demon messenger was eager to 
tell us about this brief confrontation. You seem to have won some supporters there." 


"They're just desperate because their king completely forgets about some areas of logistics, or 
ignores them because he doesn't like dealing with them," Shang Qinghua said, but he was 
pleased with himself. 


He thought that Mobei-Jun's secret half-brother had liked him well enough. A-Zhao was an 
amiable and curious boy when he started talking. He was respectful, possibly because Mobei- 
Jun had told him to be, but he clearly wasn't as invested in impressing Shang Qinghua as he 
was in impressing Mobei-Jun; he didn't have much context for "Advisor to the Demon 
Emperor", so there was apparently less reason to watch his words. He had a lot of questions 
about humans with no other avenue for answers except elderly relatives who may or may not 
have ever met one. 


"And sometimes, they just lie to me if they don't know," A-Zhao had said, looking him up and 
down with a frown "You don't have any feathers at all for a flying cultivator. Are they all 
under your coat?" 


But, just like how some people at the Ice Palace had been resentful and difficult, Shang 
Qinghua had already needed to mediate between Mobei-Jun and A-Zhao once already. 
Sometimes, the boy was obstinate and uncooperative, with a tendency to turn completely 
silent when he was unhappy, which almost hypocritically drove Mobei-Jun wild with 
uncertainty. It wasn't all going to be good. 


Shang Qinghua was carefully not thinking about his stepfather or his stepmother from his 
past life. That wasn't comparable! That wasn't similar at all! He was just... hanging out with 
his boyfriend's brother... He wasn't really taking an active role... It was totally different... 


Except for all the parts that were startlingly similar, of course! He was ignoring those. 


"Children are even more constricting than a marriage," Su Xiyan mused, apparently partly to 
herself. She was not a woman inclined towards nervous gestures, due to a great deal of 
practice, so she sat nearly perfectly still, serene everywhere except the eyes. "You will be able 
to surmise that I originally did not intend on having children either, though I was prepared for 
the fact that it might at some point become a requirement. My preference was for adoption; I 
assumed I would most likely eventually take on one of the orphans of Huan Hua Palace Sect 
as my successor." 


"Ah, that makes sense. Very practical." 


"My husband, as I understand it, did not intend to have children at all. He is not sad that it has 
happened, but the pressures of being a heavenly demon... he did not wish to pass them 
on..." 


Shang Qinghua winced, feeling a little at fault for this. Over the intimate years, he'd heard 
Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan make wry references to various birth control methods and their 
apparent effectiveness (or lack thereof) against heavenly demons. But the story had 
demanded a protagonist. 


Until Shang Qinghua had broken the plot, of course. 


The little demon prince was now a much loved child, an unexpected treasure, who would 
most likely never have a sibling. Su Xiyan had not enjoyed any aspect of her pregnancy or 
the aftermath. 


He and Su Xiyan sat in silence for a couple minutes, their years of friendship keeping it from 
being uncomfortable. Well, too uncomfortable. The bloody hearts that they had thrown out 
onto the table, for the other's inspection, left Shang Qinghua's chest aching slightly. Su 
Xiyan's expression was pensive. 


"I cannot say that I do not have regrets," she said finally. "There are things that I would do 
differently. There were... people left behind who... it could be said deserved better of me." 


It could not be doubted that Huan Hua Palace Sect had once loved Su Xiyan, or that she had 
once been much admired by the cultivation world as a famous hero and powerful political 
figure, when the late Palace Master had almost rallied so many to fight a Demon Emperor on 
her behalf. Now, many shocked and angry people said less respectful things about her. Some 
still hopefully believed that she had been enchanted by Tianlang-Jun and was being held 
against her will. The situation with the general cultivation world was... that shit was 
uncomfortable at best. 


Shang Qinghua had abandoned his sect willingly, screaming and wailing and trying not to 
die, but also making rude gestures back at them with both his hands. Even slowly 
reconnecting with some of his martial siblings through some distant trade routes, he hadn't 
apologized for what he'd done. 


"Despite my personal regrets, I would not trade what I have now for what I had then," Su 
Xiyan said, the serenity of a practiced cultivator settling over her again, a faint smile 
returning to her lips. "Even if, despite all my efforts, my good fortune does not last as long as 
I might wish. Nothing does." 


"Ah, no... nothing does," said Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky. He smiled back. "Might 
as well enjoy it while it lasts, huh?" 


"My thoughts precisely." Her smile widened, sharp and beautiful. "I do hold some regret for 
not informing you earlier of our plans regarding bringing the Northern King in as a closer 
ally, I am sorry that we caused you some stress, but... taking our time was enjoyable." 


It made Shang Qinghua laugh. "I'll get over it, I'll get over it. No need for any more 
bodyguard arrangements, or fake wedding schemes between myself and Zhuzhi-Lang to 
inspire jealousy..." 


"Fake?" Su Xiyan repeated. 


Shang Qinghua ignored her! What plans Tianlang-Jun would have 100% gone through with 
just to stir up drama wasn't relevant! 


"and no need to orchestrate any breakups to encourage personal revelations! I'm not 
running away anywhere! I could have made an escape for the Human Realm months ago to 


become an anonymous traveling merchant and inventor and I didn't, and so everyone should 
really appreciate my restraint on the matter and cannot criticize any of my other choices." 


"Of course," Su Xiyan lied indulgently. 


"It just... takes some time... for things that a person didn't really think were possible to settle 
in." 


"Quite understandable." 


"And to adjust to all the... possibilities that go away, when you set yourself on one path... 
Even if it's the best, coolest, most impressive, and sexiest path a person could ever ask for, 
and all those other paths are awful, bad, I would have had to be dragged down them by my 
feet, screaming the whole way." 


"The acceptance of life's limits is crucial to cultivating internal balance." 


Shang Qinghua finally reached for his own teacup, which was by now room temperature, and 
though he had missed drinks that were actually good, it still felt a little too warm to him. "I 
just need to take it one day at a time. One small step forward at a time." 


"No more reckless plunges into the depths of Huan Hua Palace to throw your allegiance in 
with a heavenly demon and flee to the Demon Realm?" Su Xiyan asked. 


"Aha ha ha, no! I got that right the first time! Perfect on the first try! No need to do anything 
like that again when it all went exactly as I predicted," Shang Qinghua joked proudly. "I'm 
very impressive like that; I can do anything. You know, more or less." 


She laughed. "More or less." 


The Underground Ministry had not collapsed into flames in his absence, which was a little 
disappointing, because it proved that he really wasn't as desperately needed as his earlier hard 
work had suggested. It wasn't surprising, because the Underground Palace and Ministry had 
somehow also remained standing under a series of stewards and other officials, of varying 
degrees of incompetence and corruption, while Tianlang-Jun had been generally neglecting 
his position to live vivaciously in the Human Realm. But, still, it was disappointing. A little 
bit. 


He did receive various cries of "Oh, Lord Advisor, thank you, you're back!" which he held 
treasured in his heart, while he was yelling at his minions for whatever incompetent thing that 
they had done in his absence. It was nice to be appreciated! 


He also noticed the various mutters of "Oh, shit. Oh, fuck. Oh, damn, damn, damn! The 
asshole is back early!" and made a mental note to look into whatever those officials were 
frantically trying to hide from him, whether it was an accidental fuck-up or some wicked 
scheme. He also took notice of those who didn't react at all, too smooth fuckers, trying too 
hard to hide their faces. Good but not good enough! 


It was good to be back. 


His personal assistants, Yachi and Lu Qiufang, had done a good job of keeping his ministers 
and deputy ministers and other secretaries in line for him. He could choose to mostly 
overlook the fact that Yachi had a self-satisfied gleam in her eye and a happily wagging tail 
when the young and handsome Teachrr Yan, who had been temporarily playing the decoy 
human advisor, came to speak with him to share some details of his experience and to be 
thanked for his efforts. 


"It was my honor to be of service, Lord Advisor," Teacher Yan said bravely, his face bright 
red. "Please, please never ask me to perform such taxing duties ever again." 


"Ha ha, 'taxing'! That's a good one! No promises." 


"It's a... conflict of interests... is it not...? Due to my, uh, relationships with... other 
members of the staff...?" 


"Really?" Shang Qinghua said interestedly. "How many of them are you having relations 
with, exactly? That's shockingly ambitious of you, Teacher Yan! Do I need to arrange for a 
bigger set of rooms? What do you think, Yachi?" 


The young man looked like he was going to faint, stammering his objections. Shang Qinghua 
sat back and enjoyed it; he felt like he was only preparing the other man for when Binghe's 
youthful criticism and rebelliousness became even worse. Poor Teacher Yan was already so 
close to being at all times badly outmatched by the nearly seven-year-old demon prince. 


There was a significant mess associated with the fall of the Magnolia Beetle Clan, but very 
little of it was truly urgent. Su Xiyan, Tianlang-Jun, and Zhuzhi-Lang had already kindly 
taken care of all of the real emergency issues, which mostly left the demon lords who were 
desperate for reassurance that they weren't next (while desperately trying to pretend that they 
were chill about it, actually, only vaguely curious, not scared shitless at all), trading partners 
who were annoyed at the disruption to their operations (some to the point of expecting 
recompense from anyone they could get their claws into), and people trying to take advantage 
of the opening in the political landscape in the Demon Realm. Shang Qinghua was happy to 
leave most of them scrabbling pathetically and angrily with his secretaries for appointments 
and any correspondence. That was just business as usual. 


His hand steadied a hundred different rocky ships, while he thought all the while about the 
arrangements to be made for longer absences. He had people to review quarry ropeway 
maintenance reports from the west and summarize dam construction progress in the east, but 
who could be trusted on a permanent basis to review and summarize for the imperial family? 
Maybe he could spread the responsibilities around...? Maybe he could have senior officials 
performing triple-checks on each other's work on a more regular basis...? How frequently 
would he have to visit...? Hmmm... 


"Oh, Merchant Wan is alive?" Shang Qinghua realized, pausing where he'd been operating on 
auto-pilot for the past few hours. "Qiufang, is this right? The merchant who was ‘reading 
poetry’ with Tanglang-Jun, our local praying mantis demon, is still alive? And they're... 
doing well? All in one piece?" 


"...They seem quite happy, Lord Advisor," Lu Qiufang answered uncertainly. 


Shang Qinghua stared at the report for a length of time that was probably far too long. "Huh," 
he said finally. "How about that? Good for him. We still know who gets his shit if he dies, 
though, right?" 


"Yes, Lord Advisor." 


Arrangements also had to be made for the little demon prince's seventh birthday. Binghe was 
not so spoiled as to demand city-wide celebrations with fire-breathing acrobats and a 
thousand cakes and a parade of Black Moon Rhinoceros-Pythons; he instead wanted a meal 
with all of his favorite dishes and all of his favorite people, and then he wanted to go 
traveling, probably because his wanderlusting parents had been discussing it more often over 
the past few months. Binghe wanted to be brought to the chaotic Realm Borders, with its 
rainbow abyssal vents and ghostly passageways, so that he could peek over the edge of the 
Demon Realm and see what the Human Realm looked like for once in his life. His tyrannical 
parents were awkwardly, hilariously reluctant to deny him such a request. 


Which left Shang Qinghua to be the good guy and the bad guy! The day of...? Not doable, 
when they did need to plan some celebration within the Heavenly Valley and the empire 
beyond, so that the demon population continued to associate their human Empress and half- 
human prince with wealth and prosperity and power. And also good food and drink. 
Arrangements had been in the works for months! Shang Qinghua couldn't just fire the fire- 
breathing acrobats like that! 


But a sightseeing trip after Binghe's birthday celebrations? That was doable. Very doable! 
"Everyone will wonder where we are if we disappear on the day! A week or two after will 
allow for a longer trip and let the new year settle in first," Shang Qinghua told his honorary 
nephew wisely, and Binghe (truly a nearly unrecognizable version of his poor protagonist 
son) chewed on the words for a little while before deciding to allow it with an imperious nod 
of the head. 


"Mama and Baba need the time to get used to it," Binghe decided, with a little hand stroking 
his chin, and he wasn't wrong about that, though Shang Qinghua struggled not to laugh. "We 
can do the big and little parties here first for them, Jiujiu." 


"Very wise! Very generous!" Shang Qinghua agreed, with his most flamboyant and respectful 
bow. "Leave it all to me, my prince!" 


"It should be a secret trip," Binghe commanded, with a flick of his hand that made him look 
very like his father, while he sounded very like his mother. "I don't want other people to be 
there. Or to attack us when we leave the palace." 


"Ah, of course. Of course." 


It was a little disorienting to hear a near seven-year-old discuss such things, even after Shang 
Qinghua had contributed many times to the Stranger Danger conversations that responsible 

parents needed to have with a young half-demon, half-human prince of the Demon Realm. It 
made Shang Qinghua think of young Mobei Zhao, and about what his own Mobei-Jun would 


have been like at a similar age. He ruffled Binghe's fluffy hair while the boy was still small 
enough to allow it, and received a vicious grin and a sharp warning snap of teeth in response. 


Both Su Xiyan and Tianlang-Jun wanted to be there when their son first laid eyes on the 
Human Realm. Luo Wenmin had also said that she wanted to be there, if she was wanted, 
which probably meant that Captain Qiang would want to play escort if at all allowed. And 
which all also meant that Zhuzhi-Lang would be unhappy if he was left behind in the 
Heavenly Valley. 


That afternoon, Shang Qinghua sat at his desk staring at a message to the Cold Palace for so 
long that the words seemed meaningless, before finally throwing it at Lu Qiufang with the 
order to see if Shuang Yun had returned yet. After everything, it wasn't a big deal to invite the 
Northern King to attend some birthday celebrations and to stay for several weeks afterwards! 
It was a big deal that Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan had been secretly measuring Mobei-Jun for 
the potential title of Imperial Regent, though, and Shang Qinghua still wasn't entirely certain 
how the ice demon would react. It was the news of which both dreams and nightmares were 
made. 


It made him want to curl up into a ball and cry about how much work that responsibility was, 
personally, and maybe (secretly) about how touched he was to be trusted in such a way. His 
step-siblings and half-siblings from his previous life wouldn't have trusted him with a pet 
fish, much less a baby. He was expecting Mobei-Jun's feelings to also land somewhere 
between flattered and annoyed, and maybe relieved to have another sign of stability for 
himself and his half-brother. What a difference in maturity ten years and some vengeful 
murder could make! 


A couple days later, he had Mobei-Jun's affirmative answer tucked away in the pocket of his 
robes, close to his breast. It had arrived just that morning, the smell of it reminded Shang 
Qinghua strongly of the northern kingdoms, and he strived to keep his hands busy so that he 
didn't spend the rest of the day sighing over it and smelling it pathetically. 


This very important person, the Imperial Advisor, instead was taking a short break again by 
babysitting while Luo Wenmin and Captain Qiang made eyes at each other over a private 
lunch. Zhuzhi-Lang and Lu Qiufang had also shamelessly sneaked off half-an-hour ago, 
probably to fool around in the other room, doing whatever it was they did with each other 
that made it look like they were two monsters trying to eat each other alive. He and Binghe 
were entertaining themselves by reviewing some of the planned birthday festivities, which 
mostly consisted of the little demon prince nodding in approval and excitement, or making 
scrunched up faces of disgust upon being reminded that other people might like things 
outside of his own tastes and then allowing such behavior only begrudgingly. 


If Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan broke the plot completely and lived long and happy lives, then 
it could be a long, /ong time before the little demon prince ascended to the Saintly Throne. 
There weren't many demon lords who passed away of old age, but it happened. It could 
happen for them too. Maybe. 


"What do you think about being the Demon Emperor someday, my prince?" Shang Qinghua 
asked curiously. 


Binghe shrugged noncommittally, which was fair enough. He was nearly seven years old and 
still had only a limited understanding of being an overpowered tyrant, which consisted not 
insignificantly of listening to his free-spirited father complain about the job, and which 
probably didn't offer much insight into why anyone would actually want to rule over the 
Demon Realm. 


"If I was the Demon Emperor, then what would Baba and Mama do to stay busy?" Binghe 
asked, his brow furrowed with the strange possibilities, which apparently did not include 
death at this moment. 


The little demon prince was aware of the concept, but as far as he knew, both of his parents 
were invincible. Considering that his father was a heavenly demon and his mother was an 
immortal cultivator, this was pretty close, although definitely still wrong. 


"...I don't know," Shang Qinghua said, rather than burst the boy's bubble. "Travel more 
often?" 


Binghe's face scrunched up in displeasure again. "Without me?" 


"Ah, well, to have the ‘alone time’ of married people together, presumably! When you're 
older, you may want to have your own private time with just your friends instead of having 
your parents poking their noses into your business all the time," Shang Qinghua said wisely. 
"Maybe you'll want to have ‘alone time' with your own special person!" 


The adorable little scrunched up face twisted up even more. "No," the little demon prince said 
firmly. 


"No?" Shang Qinghua repeated. 


"No, thank you, Jiujiu," Binghe said, as though it was a matter of manners, drilled into him 
by his gentle Granny, who did her best in the Demon Realm. "I'm not ever getting married." 


This wasn't the first time that the boy had said something like this, but his tone and 
expression here was too blunt to bear. The ironic feeling sweeping through Airplane Shooting 
Towards The Sky at this moment could not be clearly or briefly described directly - a side 
effect of it, however, was that his voice came out high-pitched, like a whistle of steam, and 
squeaking, like a startled rodent. 


"Oh ? m" 


"I don't want to get married," Binghe said, like it was that simple. "I don't want to share my 
room or my things with someone all the time." 


Shang Qinghua made another squeaking sound. "I see, I see, that's very reasonable, my 
prince!" 


The only reason that he couldn't say anything like, 'Wow, your father's going to be really 
disappointed!" or, 'I think I just heard a comment section somewhere bursting into flames!' 
was because it was taking everything in his power not to burst out laughing and then laugh 


until he cried. His side already hurt from the sheer effort of holding it all in. His everything 
ached from the sheer effort of not falling over to mourn the last death of his shitty stallion 
novel in the way that it truly deserved. 


Binghe nodded imperiously again, frowning at the list he was supposed to be making of 
things that he wanted for his birthday. It wasn't blank, but it wasn't a very long list, honestly. 
Much shorter than one would expect of a young and spoiled crown prince. 


"Do I have to write more?" Binghe complained. "I can't think of anything else that I want." 
At least three of the carefully printed items on his birthday list appeared to be some variant of 
his own spiritual sword or any other spiritual weapon, hidden in between more modest 
requests for cookware better suited to small hands or for his Granny. 


"Ah, well, if that's all you want, then that's all. You're already getting a trip to see the Human 
Realm, anyway." 


The little demon prince sighed in relief, collapsing over the table like the work had taken 
everything out of him. Shang Qinghua nearly laughed again. What did you get for a 
protagonist who had everything that he wanted already? Nothing, apparently! Or rather: more 
of the same! More time with the people he loved and more to do together... 


Even with no evidence of any assassins lurking about the Heavenly Valley, Shang Qinghua 
didn't hit the town as recklessly as he had used to bounce around the place. He had a disguise 
that made him look more demonic than human, one more wicked creature crawling around 
the Imperial City; and he had two members of the Heavenly Guard with him, both dressed 
out of uniform: Guard Shuai, the golden beauty succubus demon, and Guard Wen, the toad 
demon. 


Shang Qinghua hadn't asked Vice-Captain Dongyang for the most romantically pathetic pair 
in the roster, but the fire demoness had delivered nevertheless, and Shang Qinghua was still 
deciding how he felt about it as they wandered the streets of the Imperial City. On one hand, 
it had often been funny as fuck that a young man as objectively attractive as Guard Shuai 
couldn't stick the landing. On the other hand, it had been soul-shatteringly depressing to think 
that even a succubus demon couldn't complete his seduction, which had surely meant that 
someone like Shang Qinghua was doomed to be alone forever. 


But now Shang Qinghua was actually doing very well for himself! Should he pity this pair of 
young men? He was feeling fairly generous. Gossip among the rat demon maids of the Inner 
Palace suggested that the main issue was that Guard Wen didn't actually think that Guard 
Shuai was serious. Should he offer unhelpful and intrusive advice based on his own limited 
and incredibly specific experiences? 


Shang Qinghua was also extremely tempted by the idea of ignoring the awkward issue 
forever. Ignoring the issue forever had such merit as an idea. 


For the first time, he went to the noodle place opposite his favorite bookseller to drown his 
nerves in a sea of food; there was salt enough in this water to call it that. As with all the best 
restaurants: he sat perched on a small stool against a narrow table while eating, with Guards 


Shuai and Wen squeezed in beside him, all suddenly aware of how much space their elbows 
took up in a room. 


They could watch the busy citizens of the Imperial City go about their business, some in 
obvious preparation for the impending birthday celebrations. A cart went by carrying 
exaggerated portraits of the Demon Emperor and Empress for sale, copied from other 
exaggerated portraits, which had probably also been copied by exaggerated portraits, 
presumably originally created by vague secondhand description, in a long chain of artistic 
creativity. There seemed to be a few other portraits of famous demonic figures, mostly those 
famous within the Heavenly Valley, like Zhuzhi-Lang. Shang Qinghua sent Guard Shuai to 
go buy some so that Tianlang-Jun could chortle over them later. 


An old bird demon went busking merrily down the street, singing about all the dead Saintly 
Rulers shaking fearfully in their tombs in the Holy Mausoleum, when they heard about the 
great deeds that the young crown prince had achieved. It was obviously a humorous song. 
The clear implication was that the crown prince was still a child and making all of his 
adventures up, but it seemed joyful rather than spiteful, playful rather than mean-spirited. The 
common demons generally didn't have many good reasons to be fond of any of Tianlang- 
Jun's ancestors. 


A charismatic monkey demon carrying a large pack tried to sell Shang Qinghua one of his 
painted wooden masks through the window of the restaurant. These painted masks were all 
styled after classic "human faces", such as "Old Cultivator" and "Beautiful Woman" and 
"Screaming Merchant", and could be pretty common during certain demonic festivals, 
alongside a wide variety of demonic and beastly character masks. Guard Wen had to shuffle 
out of the restaurant and show his sword to get the persistent mask peddler to fuck off. 


Somewhere out there, Shang Qinghua's assistants and other officials were trying to make 
sense of it all: herding official vendors to the right stalls, breaking up fights among street 
entertainers, and confiscating forbidden goods from tourists who simply "hadn't known" that 
it was super incredibly illegal to wander the street with some plot device plant spitting 
aphrodisiac pollen everywhere. Good luck to the Underground Ministry with all that shit! 
Shang Qinghua definitely believed that they were going to prove something about their 
capabilities with these events! 


A young pig demon girl went by the restaurant, no more than ten years old, playing with a 
cloth doll, which was dressed in an outfit that roughly resembled one of Su Xiyan's most 
famous imperial ensembles for public appearances. The cloth doll also appeared to be flying 
using a little wooden sword, unpainted, tied to the soft and fingerless hand. 


Everything would have been fine if not for the earthquake. One second, Shang Qinghua was 
staring off into the complicated world before him with a depth of feeling that ached, then the 
next second, he was getting splashed by his own half-eaten food and toppling off his stool, 
landing on top of Guard Shuai. Pots and pans went clattering and banging across the kitchen 
floor, several bowls smashed, and someone at the back of the building let out a burned yelp. 


The trembling didn't last very long, not longer than fifteen seconds, and the building settled 
again easily enough. The roof hadn't fallen in. There weren't any cracks in the walls or 
anything. 


Someone outside the restaurant screamed. There was the sound of people running and more 
yelling. 


"What the fuck," Shang Qinghua said. 


He pushed off of Guard Shuai and ran outside to where Guard Wen was looking down the 
street, having managed to stay upright through the small earthquake, and shifting into a 
fighting pose. On the other end of the street were... shit. Those were monsters! A variety of 
demonic beasts, collected and summoned together, were crawling and flying and altogether 
swarming over the streets of the Imperial City, like Shang Qinghua imagined would have 
happened at that fateful Immortal Alliance Conference where Luo Binghe had been outed as 
a demon in Proud Immortal Demon Way. 


An invasion like this anywhere in the Human Realm would have been a disaster. A single 
Giant Praying Locust could gobble up several screaming villagers before unqualified junior 
cultivators could be sure what was happening. A Vengeful Hair Ghost usually needed no less 
than five senior immortal masters to ensure that no one was strangled before any banishment 
spells could be completed, and that every scrap of hair was destroyed to prevent reformation. 
Shang Qinghua didn't see any Black Moon Rhinoceros-Pythons here yet, but it was still early, 
and the iconic shrieking cry from a single one of those beasts could open the Endless Abyss 
and send people swooning with fright. 


But this was the Demon Realm. While there were some people yelling and running away, it 
wasn't all with the same sort of blind panic that would have consumed any human settlement. 
Instead, the screaming sounded a lot like: "You've wrecked my stall, you wretched beast!" and 
"Mamaaaaa, there's a Ghost Head Spider in our rot bin agaaaaain!" 


Shang Qinghua watched as an elderly demon shopkeeper tore off the Giant Praying Locust's 
leg and started to beat the demonic beast with it. A demoness came running out of their house 
to stomp a Ghost Head Spider flat with her bare foot without any hesitation, before she 
smacked another one with her cooking pot. A fire demon lit the Vengeful Hair Ghost aflame. 
A pack of small demon children appeared to be happily and maybe hungrily chasing a Blood- 
Sucking Rabbit down the street. One street over, there was a magnificent crash, followed by a 
loud whoop and scattered applause from the people over there. 


"Er, my lord, we should probably head back," Guard Shuai said, even though that seemed to 
be where the demonic beasts were coming from. "Someone will need to organize the 
cleanup." 


Shang Qinghua groaned. "Uuuuugh, probably." But he drew his sword and went along 
anyway. 


Running through the Imperial City in the midst of such an invasion was as exciting as it was 
terrifying. He wasn't a fan of danger! He really wasn't! It was difficult to claim that there was 
a certain charm to skipping over blood splatter, or to leaping over the jaws of some writhing 
beast while his guards skewered it through the heart, or to ducking down into a rather 
impressive roll (if he did so say himself) because a demonic beast had just crashed through a 
building. 


But at least, Shang Qinghua could admit to himself, it wasn't boring. 


Airplane Shooting Towards The Sky's life had in some ways been so perfectly, excruciatingly 
safe that he had, sometimes, felt like he was dying from boredom anyway. 


The Underground Palace Guard, the Imperial City Guard, and other officials from the 
Underground Ministry were answering the alarms now ringing through the city. They were 
herding the demonic beasts away from escape routes or else chasing them down the streets to 
assist the citizens, despite the fact that the local demons seemed to have the ones who were 
slipping through in hand already. Shang Qinghua and his guards passed this hard work 
without stopping, as the path began to clear for them, though he nearly called out his proud 
compliments towards his underlings at the quick response. 


Ha! He'd like to see Cang Qiong Mountain Sect do any better! 


The Saint's Square, the public area in front of the entrance to the Underground Palace, 
appeared to be the center of the attack. A dozen large, dark, seizing portals were hanging in 
the sky, connecting and disconnecting to each in a spiderweb of abyssal energy lashing out 
like lightning, spewing out swarms of One-Eyed Bats in one moment and then a monstrously 
sized Shrieking Eel in the next. A broken ornate chest in the epicenter appeared to have been 
the original source, its breakage presumably the cause of the earthquake, though it didn't 
appear to have any further control now over the summoned chaos. There was no cackling 
villain laying claim to the charge. 


The only cackling villain present was Tianlang-Jun, who appeared to be having fun, 
effortlessly beating back the demonic beasts that fell in front of him. He was periodically 
blasting the portals with great flames of demonic power to further destabilize them, 
apparently slowly breaking them down. The world quaked and thundered with every clash of 
energies. 


His wife was beside him, her sword flashing like a falling star. Su Xiyan sketched great 
golden arrays into the air that fell on the monsters before her like strangling nets, so that the 
Heavenly Guards around them could spear the trapped beasts, while she moved along to 
ensnare her next target. 


Zhuzhi-Lang looped around him in his largest and most monstrous snake form, lunging out 
lightning-quick to paralyze the other demonic beasts around them with his venom, herding 
them into increasingly small spaces, or else crushing the competing monsters underneath the 
heavy ropes of his scaly body. Tianlang-Jun grabbed the limb of a nearby beast, tossed it 
vaguely in Zhuzhi-Lang's direction, and the snake demon's massive jaws closed with such a 
vicious snap that all bones between them must have been broken. The unfortunate beast was 
spat out again onto the tiles of the square so that Zhuzhi-Lang could continue on his path of 
destruction. 


Before Shang Qinghua could decide the safest route into the Underground Palace, or whether 
or not he wanted to go in there when he didn't know what might be happening inside, he was 
spotted. With a thunderous blast of demonic energy, Tianlang-Jun shattered one of the 
abyssal portals above them into shadow and smoke, then he practically skipped over to greet 
them. 


"Qinghua! Lord Advisor! We were wondering if you had been caught up in this little mess!" 
Tianlang-Jun spoke about an invasion of demonic beasts like other people discussed traffic 
jams or bad weather. 


"Ha ha, I should have checked the weather predictions before going out!" Shang Qinghua 
agreed. His sword glowed more fiercely by his side than he felt, dripping some dark blood 
from his survival efforts in the annoying and thrilling and slightly harrowing journey here. "Is 
someone trying to kill me again?" 


"Don't be so self-centered!" Tianlang-Jun admonished, offhandedly throwing another blast of 
demonic energy at the portals. "It's not all about you, you know!" 


"Ah..." Shang Qinghua said. 


He wasn't offended. He was only mildly surprised by how efficiently Su Xiyan could 
apparently gut a demonic beast ten times her size. She had thrown up another golden array 
and attacked the array with her own sword; the array had somehow multiplied the force and 
reach of her strike into a whirl of magical blades, scratching a deep gouge into the tiles of the 
square and... eugh... spilling the squirming guts of some enormous catfish dragon thing. 


"I think this is my fault," Tianlang-Jun admitted. "But how was I to know that the Southern 
King's sister-in-law would take my offhand comments last month so personally?! What a thin 
face!" 


"...I suppose that we were probably overdue for some more serious hate mail like this from 
them," Shang Qinghua admitted mournfully. He didn't know how he felt about not being the 
target of this. Good? Ecstatically neglected? He looked back out at some of the smoke rising 
from the Imperial City. "Shit! They had better not fuck up my new public gardens!" 


"Oh, that would be quite annoying," Tianlang-Jun agreed. "Unfortunately, Xiyan and I aren't 
certain how to close these portals quickly without potentially blowing them up and causing 
even more damage. I'm sure that it won't take us too much longer to disrupt them even at this 
slower pace. At least the citizens of the Imperial City will eat well tonight, hm?" 


"Ha ha, yeah, we'll tell everyone that it's all part of the celebrations... sure..." Shang 
Qinghua could feel his face turning slightly green at the thought, a permanent resident of the 
Demon Realm now and still not in possession of a demon's tastes. "Birthday barbecue of 
Ghost Head Spiders... sounds so good..." 


Tianlang-Jun almost carelessly destroyed some lizard-like creatures that came too close to 
them. "Ah, that reminds me of the time that-" 


His next wry comment was cut off so that he could leap across the battlefield and incinerate 
another lizard-like creature, which had been spat out of one of the portals apparently a little 
too close to Su Xiyan, who had turned to meet it in more than enough time and probably 
would have been fine regardless. Nevertheless, she allowed her husband to step over the 
creature's corpse, take her hand, and kiss it gallantly, and she smiled fondly down at him. 


Shang Qinghua's first warning of a portal ripping open directly behind him was the cold air 
on the back of his neck. Guards Shuai and Wen raised their weapons as Shang Qinghua 
turned around, sword raised, only to immediately lower it as the shadows fell away and the 
figure became clear. "My king!" 


Mobei-Jun didn't look impressed to find himself in the middle of such a mess. In fact, he 
glared down at Shang Qinghua like it was all his fault. "What is this?" 


He looked really good, all dressed up in well-fitting, silvery blue robes with jewels in his hair 
that glittered like freshly fallen snow. He caught Shang Qinghua easily, before Shang 
Qinghua fully realized that he'd practically thrown himself at the man. He leaned in as 
Mobei-Jun wrapped a heavy arm securely around his shoulders. 


"Oh, you know, someone expressing their displeasure with the Emperor over something. It's 
not my fault for once, my king, I swear! Well, probably... You can trace a lot of the current 
political situation of the southern kingdoms back to me in some way or another, but the 
Emperor's smug face was at the forefront of every decision... Anyway, it's not that bad! 
Look, they're having fun!" 


Tianlang-Jun waved towards Mobei-Jun, using something else's disembodied limb. 
"MOBEI!" he called from across the square. "COME JOIN US!" 


"The portals are apparently too unstable to just disrupt them all at once by overwhelming 
them without causing an explosion," Shang Qinghua explained. "Ugh, this is going to take 
forever! Look at all of the decorations that have already been ruined! Ah, it's not my problem 
this time, exactly, but, ha ha, it's going to take so much time to order other people to clean all 
of this up later..." 


"Wait here," Mobei-Jun said. He physically planted Shang Qinghua between Guards Shuai 
and Wen before he marched off into the middle of the fray. 


"My king, you're ruining all my personal dreams of being a heroic warrior!" Shang Qinghua 
called after him. "I was just about to leap into the fray!" His heart skipped a beat to hear 
Mobei-Jun's brief laugh, before the sound of it was lost in the screeches and shouting around 
the Saint's Square. 


The only demonic beast that tried to lunge for Mobei-Jun was immediately skewered by an 
ice spear, which was promptly crushed by Zhuzhi-Lang passing by in another monstrous 
loop. Mobei-Jun conferred briefly with Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan, the three of them looking 
up at the fracturing portals together. Mobei-Jun then said something and Su Xiyan nodded 
approvingly. She and Tianlang-Jun moved to guard Mobei-Jun's back as he turned to face the 
web of portals hovering above the square. 


Mobei-Jun reached out with a shadowy hand and ripped open his own portal in the middle of 
the others, a tear in the world that grew larger and larger, until all the other abyssal pathways 
started to be drawn in towards it. Some of the demonic beasts falling out were twisted 
gruesomely by the swirling portals. Mobei-Jun's portal swallowed the others, one by one, 
taking control of the system, until nothing fell free of it. It appeared to be taking a great deal 


of effort, both in terms of energy and concentration, and Shang Qinghua cursed under his 
breath about the headache that his king was going to have later. 


Closing such a monster of a tear in the world looked like it was taking even more effort. 
Mobei-Jun was physically pushing his clawed hands towards each other as focus for the spell 
that he was working. Tianlang-Jun left the remaining fighting to his wife and the Heavenly 
Guard, stepping forward to place a hand apparently crackling with red demonic energy on 
Mobei-Jun's shoulder, sharing his immense strength in apparently the same way that he 
would occasionally do with Zhuzhi-Lang. Mobei-Jun straightened immediately, shocked, and 
then pulled the shrinking tear in the world shut with another round of thunder echoing 
through the Heavenly Valley. The spot where the portals had been fizzled with both blue and 
red sparks for several seconds afterwards. 


Mobei-Jun sagged slightly with the effort and Tianlang-Jun patted him proudly on the back, 
presumably saying something simultaneously flattering and annoying about it. Shang 
Qinghua immediately ran forward to join them. The demonic beasts around the Imperial City 
hadn't vanished into thin air or anything, that chaos was still going on, the Heavenly Guards 
shouted behind him, but he didn't care! Other people were taking care of that problem. 


"My king, that was so cool!" 

Mobei-Jun caught him again easily. "I told you to wait," he said, but he wasn't even frowning 
about it. He was smiling. Well, slightly, but in front of everyone. A slight smile on this 
particular ice demon's face might as well have been the widest of grins. 

"I did! I think that I waited long enough, don't you?" 

"No," Mobei-Jun said, but he didn't exactly push Shang Qinghua away. 

Tianlang-Jun, standing just beside them, was of course grinning like a madman. He looked so 
infuriatingly smug about everything that it should have been unbearable, totally insufferable, 


but Shang Qinghua couldn't really bring himself to care at the moment. 


So what if they were being watched? So what if the world saw? The world could mind its 
business or pay a fee if it was going to look so intently for entertainment! 


"It's been too long, Mobei," Tianlang-Jun agreed. "I hear that you're staying for a while after 
my son's birthday to keep my advisor company? Very gracious of you! Whatever will the two 
of you do alone while you're all alone in the Inner Palace together?" 

"Savor the peace and quiet," Mobei-Jun answered. 


Tianlang-Jun laughed. "In this city?" 


"Husband, may I steal you away for a moment?" Su Xiyan called, proving once again the 
priceless nature of her friendship. 


"Always, wife! Always!" 


"I think poor Zhuzhi swallowed something he shouldn't have." The Demon Empress gestured 
towards the monstrous snake demon beside her, which did look as though it was trying to 
throw something up. Could snakes throw up? Shang Qinghua didn't really know, but Zhuzhi- 
Lang was hardly an ordinary snake. 


"Oh, shit," Tianlang-Jun said, and ran off to help his nephew. 


This offered Shang Qinghua and Mobei-Jun some relative privacy, as much as they could 
expect in the middle of Saint's Square in front of the Underground Palace. The Heavenly 
Valley still echoed with distant roars and other chaos related to the demonic beasts. The 
surrounding guards and officials were shuffling around like they were trying to figure out 
what to do with the remains of the battle. Shang Qinghua had spotted some palace servants 
and courtiers unhelpfully lurking on the steps earlier, watching the show, though he only had 
eyes for one demon lord at the moment. 


"It's been too long!" Shang Qinghua said, unable to stop smiling, feeling his face heat up. 
One of his hands had landed on Mobei-Jun's chest and he had no desire to try to control its 
wandering. "I, ah, I missed you, my king." 


Mobei-Jun raised his eyebrows. "Me? Or what I can do for you?" 
"What? I'm trying to be sincere here! Appreciate it!" 


Mobei-Jun snorted. One of his hands was playing with Shang Qinghua's hair. His touch was 
still cool, but his intense gaze couldn't be called anything but warm. There was no way that 
he would be doing any of this if he wasn't 100% serious about this relationship. 


"I think I love you," Shang Qinghua thought. 


He couldn't say it out loud. Not yet. Not here. But he was pretty sure that Mobei-Jun could 
see it anyway. It felt like the words were written on his face. 


"Lord Advisor...? Aah!" 


Shang Qinghua turned to face the approaching official, who was being held at the tip of an 
icy spear in Mobei-Jun's hand. It was only one of his secretaries! No need to keep playing 
bodyguard like this! Even if it was sexy! Shang Qinghua patted Mobei-Jun's chest to let him 
know that everything was fine. 


"What is it?" he demanded. 


"Never mind!" the official squeaked. "We'll take care of it for you!" The demon took several 
careful steps back before bowing deeply. "The Imperial Advisor obviously has far more 
important matters to deal with! Leave it all to us!" 


"That's what I like to hear," Shang Qinghua said, as they fled. "Ah, well, actually, no," he 
admitted to Mobei-Jun. "That may be a big problem for me later if they do it wrong." 


Mobei-Jun didn't look like he cared. His unimpressed expression was making a really good 
argument. 


"You know, who cares? Not me!" 


Maybe the embarrassing lovestruck loops running through Shang Qinghua's head was just the 
high of reuniting. Maybe this feeling wouldn't last forever. Maybe if he took Mobei-Jun back 
to his apartments to fuss over him for potentially fucking up the balance of his powers again, 

they would have a huge fight about it, and break up immediately... Except the thought of that 
dramatic, heartbreaking scenario just made Shang Qinghua want to laugh. 


Maybe this feeling was real. Maybe it would last for as long a forever as anyone could hope 
to get. Maybe they would go back to the Inner Palace, Shang Qinghua would let some of 
these humiliating words out of his chest, someday, maybe not today, but soon, and Mobei-Jun 
would want to hear them. 


"My king, let's go to your place, actually! They don't need me here to mop up the blood and 
set up a few flags again, and they'll have a harder time finding me in the Cold Palace, ha ha. 
You should tell me all about how your family's big event went! Was it a disaster? How bad of 
a disaster? No last-minute competitors sneaked in, right?" 


"No," Mobei-Jun said, in the tone of someone who definitely had a funny story to tell. He 
wrapped his arm around Shang Qinghua's shoulders in such a way as to pull him along, away 
from everyone else. "Not for lack of trying on many parts." 


Shang Qinghua laughed. "I knew it! I told you!" 


He waved to Su Xtyan as they left and she waved back indulgently. This caused Tianlang-Jun 
to look up from where he was rubbing his nephew's head, and the Demon Emperor grinned 
again, and they were probably fortunate that he didn't make any kind of crude or suggestive 
gestures as well. The imperial couple then turned back to each other, speaking lowly, before 
gesturing for one of the Heavenly Guards to come forward and attend them. Shang Qinghua 
and Mobei-Jun had been easily dismissed. 


They left his Heavenly Guard escort behind them as well, not needing them. True, it was a 
little hard to walk when Shang Qinghua didn't want to take his eyes off of Mobei-Jun's face, 
but he trusted Mobei-Jun to see them along. Even if the ice demon apparently didn't want to 
stop staring either, his powers gave him an excellent sense of space. They probably wouldn't 
walk into any walls. 


"...Did you miss me?" Shang Qinghua prompted. There were a lot of things that he couldn't 
say aloud just yet, other questions and answers, but this, he couldn't keep in. 


"Yes," Mobei-Jun said, easily. "Do not leave again." 
"I didn't think you wanted to suffer the Emperor any longer!" 


"Hm " 


"And I did have stuff to do! Did the messenger pass on the information about the people who 
started all of this bullshit? Ungrateful assholes! They spat in my face! Figuratively! By hiring 
people to /iterally spit poison in my face! I'm still mad about that, kind of, and I might be 


mad about it forever. But I took care of the worst of it and now all my time is yours! More or 
less. There's still some other stuff to do." 


"There always is," Mobei-Jun said, with the voice of experience. 


"And, ah, well... it's a little surprising that you weren't at least a little bit sick of me by then! I 
thought you might appreciate a little time for yourself! Maybe think a little bit about what 
you were getting yourself into... and all that... ha ha..." 


That was apparently the end of Mobei-Jun's patience, because on the edge of the Saint's 
Square, still in full view of the Underground Palace, he stopped them. And then he bent down 
and kissed Shang Qinghua as though he didn't give a shit who was watching. What guards? 
What courtiers and servants and citizens of the Heavenly Valley? What Demon Emperor and 
Empress? They were standing in the middle of the Imperial City, sure, but right now, there 
was no one else in all the world. 


Someone in the distance whistled very loudly. Probably Tianlang-Jun. 


When the kiss broke, Shang Qinghua didn't know whether to hide his face in Mobei-Jun's 
chest or make a rude gesture back towards anyone watching. Sure, his face felt like it was 
burning, but again, what did he have to be embarrassed about? Through someone else's 
scheme, through his own hard work, he'd apparently landed the man of his dreams! He could 
be smug and insufferable about it forever if he wanted to be! He was too important for 
humiliation now! Fuck it. 


He pulled Mobei-Jun down, standing on his tip-toes, and kissed him again in front of the 
world. 


Chapter End Notes 


Well, I hope everyone enjoyed this Demon Realm rom-com for Moshang! It was fun to 
write something for them with a different start and dynamic, as well as fun to finally 
explore some of the Tianlang-Jun and Su Xiyan possibilities that I had introduced in 
other fics. 


Thank you again for the art! If you haven't checked it out already, the official AO3 
collection for the Moshang Big Bang 2023 is now up. If you haven't checked out my 
other Scum Villain fics yet, they can all be found in the series linked below. 


I did find suspicions towards Tianlang-Jun amusing. He deserves it, because he really 
was scheming while also indulging in a little matchmaking, but he really wasn't behind 
any of the assassination attempts in this fic. 


Tianlang-Jun, sprawled out pathetically with his head in his wife's lap: "I was SO 
restrained. I could have arranged their marriage for Qinghua from the very beginning 
just like that! I could have engineered even better romantic moments! But I was SO 
strong and SO brave." 

Su Xiyan, patting his head indulgently: "I know. It would have been so funny." 


Bye for now! VYY 


End Notes 


#9)’ ART! ge 


Nooterino (also on Twitter) 


- Mobei-Jun saving Shang Qinghua's life in the Interior Water Gardens by Teaandinanity 


- Mobei-Jun and Shang Qinghua's late night conversation by Nooterino (also on Twitter) 


Ascending. 
+ (Some) OTHER MOSHANG BB23 FICS! $+ 


- to fill in empty spaces by haysel 

- Men Fear Me, Fish Want Me by Koiichaser_lucorinth 

- This God-Servant's Worst Vacation EVER by Boom_After_Dark (Boomchick) 
- Winter Caskets by Xue YangsLawyer 

- In Search of An Anchor by huntformagic 

- Made For Failure by oleanderedits 

- Blossom of a Thousand Sleeps by genovianprince 

- mutually beneficial by Black_moth, revesdelimonade 

- The Soul Lingers by BusanBoys1013 

- How a scum villain hacked the system by Elizabeth Blackwood, Amgine 
- Missing (You) by VividestList 

- Let Me in Your Arms to Feel by piraninjedi 

- So Much for Stardust by corduroyserpent 

- Bonds of Frost by NeonCandies 

- Wishes by FallLover 

- Put a Ring on It by mandlien (cacau1005) 

- Uiscefhuaraithe by VioletDallas 

- animals by Alula (Alu_la) 


- Dream Sweet of Me by PersonalSpin 

- Feathers in a storm by ForgottenVice 

- Fish and Chips by Yuexuan 

- of love, war, and romantic reconnaissance by dalairei 
- Better than a dream by LunarMaiden07 


- Elfshot by quilleth 
- for want of a king-pulled cart by overgrownruins 
- The Lovely Consort by thecoffinarc 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


